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ABSTRACT 

This thesis-project explores the experiential learning processes of a small number 

of seasoned pastoral rninisters to assess how this leamhg has affected their vocational 

identity and their perception of ministry itself. 

The theoretical foundation for the study is in aduIt education and examines 

concepts of experiential and transformative learning, processes of rneaning-making and the 

social construction of the self, as well as the centrality of narrative and autobiography in 

personal learning. Theological reflections f o c u  on the social and historical conditions of 

learning in the Christian cornmunity, the narrative structure of faith, and the contributions 

of both narrative and biographical theology to an understanding of Christian identity and 

change. 

The research methodology used is qualitative case study guided by Mishler's 

narrative approach to research interviewing. Five participants were interviewed with an 

attempt at gender equity and variety in denominational attachment. 

Results reved the intense relationship between personal change, vocational 

identity, and ministerial practice. The study demonstrates the extent to which Iifelong 

themes were translated into ministerial practice, how trauma impacted the learning 

process, and the contribution of faith to leaming. A depth of reflectivity is demonstrated 

througliout pastoral ministry producing changes in self-understanding and the 

understanding of rninisîry. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

A. The Focus for this Studv 

The focus of this project has been to explore how and what sorne Christian 

ministers have learned about themselves and their vocation through theu experience in 

ministry. Christian ministry is marked by its reflective nature. From morning until night, 

ministers, in al1 areas of their pastoral function, have performed interpretive tasks related 

often to issues of the meaning of Iife and death, and to the interpretation of events in 

individual, community and universal contexts. Reflecting, interpreting, making sense, 

bringing order out of chaos in the intellectual, emotional and psychicd realrns, has always 

been a function of the practice of ministry. Al1 of this activity has affected not only those 

rninistered to, but also consciously and unconsciously, the meanings which the rninister 

has attributed to herself and her work. This project will attempt to explore the persona1 

and vocational learning which has occurred with some ministers through their ongoing 

experience in ministry. In rnany cases, the reflective nature of their vocation has fostered 

in pastoral clergy, a high level of consciousness of self and the developrnent of meaning, 

which makes them appropriate subjects for an exploration in expenential learning. 
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B. The Research Question 

The question which guides this research may be stated as follows: What have been 

the experientid leaming processes which have led to changes in the way some ministers 

have understood themselves and the practice of their vocation? Ministry may be 

understood in two ways: frrst, in terms of the minister's own self-understanding, and 

second, the minister's understanding of the nature and practice of m i n i s ~  itself. The 

focus of the research is on the "learning processes" responsible for changes in thinking. 

C .  The Rationale for this Proiect 

This proj ect was undertaken for bo th personal and professional reasons. 

Personally, the researcher has studied and been employed in wide areas of addt education 

for more than thirty years in such venues as church work and programs, community and 

social developrnent, career and transition services, community college student services, 

and teaching in the area of human services. Adult education is by its very nature a study 

of the reflective process persons engage in, as they move through the varÏous 

developments and transitions of their addt lives. It is a discipline which offers one 

avenue to capture the importance and significance of the changes we experience as 

individuals and as cornrnunities. My own career has taken many twists and turns which 

to others present somewhat of a mystery, but to me, hold a thread of meaning and 

consistency. It may be that today these meanings are disparate, and perhaps, more in 

need of construction, expression and sharing. 

During the last decade 1 have been involved in processes of career counselling, 



direct service to and counselling of students, and teaching in areas of counselling and 

human service. Ln the first place, 1 have found these activities similar to, and rerniniscent 

of, various emphases earlier in my career including my specific training for ministry, 

pastoral experience, and training and work in the field of social work. Indeed, al1 of these 

various strains of career have found an integration and inspiration in the conduct of this 

particular study and project. 

Specifically, in terms of the theoretical interest, the emphasis on narrative has 

crossed several disciplines to a significant practical degree. For instance, the work of 

Vance Peavy' in the field of career counselling has fostered a constructivist foundation 

career counselling built upon the theorists referred to in this study, Bnuier, 

Carlsen, Polkinghorne and others. Al1 of their work stems fiom an interest in narrative as 

the fundamental structure far the commUfUlcation of meaning in human Iife. Also in the 

field of counselling, study in narrative has helped to produce a major theoretical and 

practical literature.' Carlsen has pemed an eloquent statement of what the emphasis on 

narrative has meant in therapy: 

The story of a developrnental meaning-making therapy is the story of how the 
individual emerges fiom the wood to a place on the mountain. In this therapeutic 
process are the movements from crisis to resolution; fkom endings to new 
beginnings; from the unnarned to the narned; from limbo to finding one's way; 
from the experience of being within the problem to standing outside the problern 

' R  Vance Peavy, "A Constructivist Mode1 of Training for Career Counselors," 
Journal of Career Development 18(3) (Spring, 1992). 

'See such works as: Stephen S. Pearce, Flash of lnsight: Metaphor and Narrative 
in Therapy (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1996) and, Ji11 Freedrnan and Gene Combs, 
Narrative Therapy: The Social Construction of Pre ferred Realities (New York: W .  W. 
Norton and Company, 1996). 



with new perspectives and understandings. This is the story, therefore, of the 
movement iiom meaninglessness to meaning.' 

It may be the height of presumption to hope that this project aspires to achieve one step 

toward the vision just stated. 

As 1 have pointed out, the other major thread of expenence in my own career has 

been that of adult education, This has been true fiom the very beginnings of my work in 

Christian ministry including, youth work, community work in a large inner city church 

setting, and the many varied adult educative functions performed while in ministry in a 

mid-sized congregation in the Maritimes. These adult education roles continued in my 

social development work in a city social planning environment, both at the community 

b e l ,  and in the development of services to social assistance recipients. During the latter 

part of my career adult education was a prirnary function as 1 developed career planning 

prograrns for youth, mid-career changers, and many other groups in the cornrnunity. 

These s e ~ c e s  were fûrthered developed in the context of the student services within a 

cornrnunity college setting. Studies in adult education have made me more aware of  the 

contribution of this field to the meaning of reflective practice in al1 areas of human 

experience, focussing not only upon the health and development of the individual, but 

also upon "the centrality of emancipatory adult learning theory to social transformation 

and hurnan freedom."" 

3 Mary Baird Carlsen, Meaning-making: Therapeutic Processes in Adult 
DeveZopment (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 198 8), 4. 

'~ ichae l  Welton, In Defense of the Lifeworld Critical Perspectives on Ad& 
Learning (Albany N.Y.: State University of New York Press, 1995) 1. 
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From rny own experience, and fiom a professional perspective, 1 perceive 

Christian ministry as a vocation welf-positioned to be described as a reflective vocation. 

Ministry has a singular responsibility to interpret the meaning of life from a Christian 

perspective. This responsibility compels the minister to work with many layen of 

expenence and understanding, beginning with hisher own life, rnoving outwards towards 

the expenence and understanding of the congregation, and beyond, to and with, the wider 

comrnunity. It is a responsibility to interpret the faith in many cornrnunities, in many 

contexts, and in many tirnes. It is a vocation of intense training in reflective capacity. 

Other vocations have been the focus for study on reflective action. Donald Schon, 

in his The Rejective Practitioner: How Professionals n i n k  in Action, explored the 

structures of 'reflection-in-action' as engaged upon in such practices as architecture, 

engineering, planning and management.' More recently, Patricia Cranton explored the 

concepts of experiential and transfomative leaming related to the profession of adult 

education itselE6 This project has made an initial effort to appreciate the role of reflective 

practice in rninistry by examining the experience of a small sample of Christian ministers. 

The aim has been to assess their processes of experiential leaming and to capture some 

of the learnings arising from reflection-in-action. The study itself holds promise for 

m e r  exploration of the reflective potential in rninistry, and for a greater understanding 

of the leaming processes in which ministers engage, as they practice often for decades, 

5 Donald A. Schon, The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in 
Action (Aldershot, England: Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 1983). 

6Patricia Cranton, Professional Development as Tranrfrmative Learning: New 
Perspectives for Teachers of Adults (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1996). 
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their spintual tasks and pastoral responsibilities. 

D. The Outline of this Studv 

The study has been organized on the ba i s  of a theoreticai and practical structure. 

The first part of the study laid out the theoretical ba i s  for the project, while the second 

part of the study focussed on the practical project and case study component. The third 

and £inal part of the study was a reflection on the results and conclusions of the project 

including recommendations which may be seen to be suggested based on results of the 

project. 

The first chapter of the study provided an introduction to the study and the 

rationale for engaging in this work. 

The second chapter cornprised the theoretical bases for the project. This 

included in the Grst part, a study of the contributions of adult education and psychology to 

an understanding of experiential leaming, the nature of the self, processes by which 

human beings make meaning, and the use of narrative to understand the dynamics of 

change. 

In the third chapter the researcher reviewed sources of theological insight to 

illumine the nature and purpose of the project' and as a response to the theoretical 

discussion in chapter two. 

The fourth chapter has outlined the methodology used for this project both fiom 

a theoretical and a practical perspective. The methodology has been guided by the 

qualitative rnodel of research which is both explained and utilized to describe the process 



of the project. 

The fifth chapter has comprised the reports of the case studies of the £ive 

participants in the project structured according to a narrative of their life experience, and 

a sumrnarizing of that expenence according to specific descriptions of expenentid 

learning appropriate to the narrative of each participant. 

The sixth chapter identified the leaming expenenced by each participant and 

clustered these through a series of learning themes which tended to be both cornmon to, 

and idiosyncratic of, each participant. 

The seventh chapter examined and reviewed the sources of l e d g  used by the 

five participants including processes of unlearning, the types of leaming experiences, and 

sources of Christian faith, upon which participants drew, for their learning. 

The eighth chapter provided a discussion of conclusions based on a review of the 

theoretical bases for the project and how the conclusions of the project reflect upon the 

theoretical construct. 

The ninth and concluding chapter addressed specifically the research question 

and subsidiary questions to summarize findings and suggest recommendations for M e r  

exploratory work. 

E. Definition of Key Terni3 

The following are definitions of some of the key terms used in this study. 

Experiential learning: Experiential learning as desclibed by Kolb, describes a 

process which links leaming to processes of concrete experience, reflection, 
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conceptualization, and actiona7 It is fùrther described as a hoiistic process of adaptation, 

grounded in expenence, the purpose of which is the creation of knowledge. 

This study has promoted a broader interpretation of expenential learning , as a 

general concept in adult education. It is a concept not conscribed in a final sense by 

Kolb's constnict, but built on an understanding of experiential leaniing which embraced 

processes of meaning-making, autobiographical learnuig, and transfomative learning 

processes. It is an interpretation of experiential leaming which acknowledges the social, 

cultural and histoncal determinants of learning. 

Ministry: a caliing of spiritual leadership within the Christian church, the primary 

responsibilities of which are the preaching of the Gospel, the administration of the 

sacrarnents, and the provision of pastoral care, rnost often can-ied out in the context of a 

local congregation. 

Transformative learning: a theory developed by Mezirow which "seeks to 

explain the way adult learning is structured and to determine by what processes the 

frarnes of reference through which we view and interpret our experience, rneaning 

perspectives, are changed or transf~rmed."~ Transfomative leaming refers to the domain 

of learning called communicative, and to the reflectivity required to change fiindamental 

socially and culturally coded assumptions and premises of under~tanding.~ 

Meaning-making: a cognitive process associated with a philosophy of 

7David A. Kolb, Experiential Learning, 2 1. 

* ~ a c k  Mezirow, Transformative Dimensions of AduIt Learning, viii. 

'Ibid. 97. 
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constructivisrn, a way of conceptualizing human nature, knowledge, reaiity and human 

change processes. Constmctivism involves a growing awareness that any so-called 

reality is, in the most immediate and concrete sense, the construction of those who 

believe they have discovered it.IO In other words, people are not passive recipients of 

knowledge; instead they actively shape and constmct their knowledges. 

Narrative: a kind of organizational scheme expressed in story form." The 

narrative organizational scheme is of particular importance for understanding hurnan 

activity. It is the scheme that displays purpose and direction in hurnan affairs, and makes 

individual human lives comprehensible as wholes.12 

Narrative Theology : a recent theological genre which "seeks to utilize the 

concept of story and the human person as a storyteller as the central motif for theological 

reflection . . . It entails the joining of our personal stories with the 

transcendentlimmanent story of a religious community and ultimately with the grand 

narrative of ihe divine action in the ~o r ld . " ' ~  

Biographicai Theology: a theological investigation by James McClendon, to 

explore how archetypal images of faith inform and guide the lives of individuals, and 

"Vance Peavy, Construclivist Counselling: A Participant Guide (Pacific Institute 
for Counsellor Development: University of Victoria) 7,8. 

' 'Donald E. Polkinghome. Narrntive Knowing and the Human Sciences 1 3. 

13Stanley J. Grenz and Roger E. Olson, 2Orh Century Theology: God and the 
World in a Traizsitional Age, (Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1992) 27 1. 
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provide a clue to understanding their motivations and acc~rn~l i shrnents .~~ 

'4James Wm. McClendon Jr. Biography as Theology 75. 



CHAPTER II 

THE THEORETICAL FOUNDATION FOR THIS STUDY 

A. An Outline of the Theoretical Structure for this Re~ort  

In this fïrst part of the report, the purpose will be to provide an overview of the 

theoretical underpinning for the project. The focus of the project is on experiential 

learning, a special area of investigation by both David Kolb and Jack Mezirow, theorists 

in the field of adult education. Their work will show how learning occurs through 

experience and how this leaming affects the very contents of self-awareness and personal 

perspective. Kolb focuses on the psychological cornponents of experiential leaming 

while Mezirow, upon the social and cultural determinants of Ieaniing. These theoretical 

orientations in addt education provide the basis for a discussion of the nature of 

experiential learning. 

A major portion of the study focuses on how meaning is created, and how this 

affects our notions of who we are, our self-identity. The assumption here is that the 

reflective learning process affects, in an on-going way, our understanding of our self and 

the relationship of our self to the world around us. Narrative becomes a core concept here 

because of the notion that meaning, in a personal sense, is grasped only through the 

construction of story or narrative. The theorists Polkinghome, Randall, HiIlman, Bruner, 

and Crîtes, offer rich insights into the way in which human beings are continually re- 

inventing themselves, and finding new meaning in and through the vast myriad of life 



12 

expenence. Because the Iearning process is intirnately reIated to the development of self, 

reference to the work in autobiographical learning is also seen as usefûl and instructive. 

These areas of study provide a kind of theoretical urnbrella to the purpose of the project, 

the focus of which is the narratives of the participants in the project. These are the 

narratives which reveaI the experiential leaming process and the nature of the learning 

which has occurred. 

This theoretical orientation also recognizes that the research itself is part of the 

ongoing feaming process for al1 involved; the research enters into the very meanïng- 

makiig process it is attempting to descnbe. The research has transfomative potential for 

each participant who forms the conversational community of the researcher and 

participant. 

Processes in adult education are then set in the context of concomitant theological 

reflections described in chapter three. The theological perspectives have two purposes: to 

illustrate how closely the aduk educative endeavour and directions in theology mirror one 

another. Secondly, this perspective also confirms even more fûndarnentally the deep 

personal, social and cultural orientation that theology has always had with respect to 

educative process. Educative issues in the Church have always begun with fundamental 

issues of life expenence, hurnan formation, and the development of Christian identity or 

spintual formation. 

McClendon l5 in particular, focuses on the development of the self over time, in 

" McClendon's ethical orie~tation is precursor to more recent emphases in 
theological ethics which focus less on 'situationalism' or 'decisionism' than 'on the 
actual shape of a man's life' . See James Wm. McClendon, Jr., Biography us Theology, 



his recognition that faith is a lived entity, that experience is the conveyor of religious 

meankg, and that the living tradition of the cornmunity is the essential means by which 

faith meaning structures are appropriated by each individual in the development of 

Christian formation. A theorkt in adult education, Michael Welton, shows the fi-uitfid 

perspective which results fiom a rich intertwining of Biblical, theological and adult 

education themes related to the Christian concept of con~ersion.'~ Transfomative 

learning, autobiographical leaming, and an emphasis on the Iearning potential of "trigger 

events," al1 relate as concepts to various understandings of conversion in Christian 

tradition, and to an understanding of fhdamental change in personal existence. 

These perspectives provide a theoretical base for the project. The interview 

process itself will proceed as an open-ended conversation about the life-experience and 

life-learning of the respondents. While the theory Iends a perspective on the project, the 

results of the i n t e ~ e w s  will provide information which will be interpreted in a kind of 

dialogicd fashion using the theoretical perspectives described above and below. No one 

perspective will provide a kind of ngid fiamework for the interview process, or for 

interpretation of the data collected. In every case, the integrity of the participant's own 

sharing will be adhered to. 

(Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1 9 74) and his Systematic Theology: Ethics, 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1986). The same emphasis in the study of ethics is 
demonstrated in the works of Stanley Hauenvas: eg. Stanley Hauenvas, Character and 
the Christian Life, (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1 994). 

l6 Michael Welton, "Seeing the Light-Christian Conversion and Conscientisation," 
A& Education and TheologicaE Interpretations eds. Peter Jarvis and Nicholas Walters, 
(Malabar, Florida: Krieger Publishing Company, 1993), 105. 
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The aims of this thesis project are exploratory and qualitative. The focus takes 

two forms; the first is to understand the personal experience and history of the participant 

as recalled and reported to the interviewer. The second, is to elicit the participant's 

reflective capacity as he/she comments upon the meanings that have &sen through the 

experience, and how this meaning h a  brought about change in their life, and their 

vocation. The theoretical base will provide the fiamework through which to understand 

this reflective process. 

A fùrther area of outcome explored in this project will be to review leaming 

themes reported generally by participants and to assess the nature of the experiential 

learning processes whîch have been described by participants. 

B. E ~ e r i e n c e  as the Source of Learninq 

During recent decades there has been significant interest and development in the 

field of the education of adults. In this exploration of the characteristics of the education 

of adults, or andragogy, the role of expenence has been seen as cenQal in the learning 

process. John Dewey, one of the founders of this twentieth century orientation believed 

"in the idea that there is an intimate and necessary relation between the processes of 

actual experience and ed~cation."'~ It is this fundamental idea which has supported an 

exploration of the adult experience of some ministers, to discem the impact of 

experiential leamùig on their view of themselves and their vocation. 

"John Dewey, Experience and Education (New York N.Y.:Simon and Schuster 
Publishers, 1938) ,20. 
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1. Kolb, PopuIarizer of Experiential Learning 

David A. Kolb has been responsible for a highiy successful popularizing of the 

concept of experiential leaming, particularly through his 1 9 84 work Experienfial 

Learning: Experience as the Source of Learning and Development, and through the use of 

the results of his work in the popularizing of the Leamhg Style Inventory. In his work he 

attempts to provide the philosophicd and psychological roots of experiential leaming. He 

relies upon his own interpretation of three contributory traditions to explain experiential 

learning, the educational philosophy of John Dewey, the group dynamics and training 

theory of Kurt Lewin and the cognitive-developmental work of Jean Piaget." 

Kolb refers to John Dewey's new approach to education f o d a t e d  in the 1930's 

as having profound impact on  the educational orientation in North Arnerica. Dewey's 

focus was on the growth of the individual in fiee interplay with hisher environment, and 

upon the intimate relation between actual direct experience and learning. Kolb hterprets 

this to mean that learning is a process which integrates experience and concept, 

observation and action, a construct he believes supports his own work in the deveiopment 

of the Leafaing Style ~nventory '~  

Kolb then refers to Kurt Lewin's contribution from the tradition of Amencan 

social psychology, based on Lewin's discovery that learning is best facilitated through 

conflict generated by the tension between concrete experience and analytic detachment. 

''David A. Kolb, Experiential Learning: Experience as The Source of Learning 
and Developrnent (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall PTR Publishers, 1984) 4. 
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Lewin's pioneer work with group dynamics illusîrated how the subjective and the here- 

and-now factors of experience were critical to the learning process. Here, Kolb found 

greater support for his model of experientiai learning which was based on a four stage 

learning cycle he claimed was inherent in Lewin. This mode1 identifed concrete 

experience as the basis for observation and reflection. Observation becarne the basis for 

theoretical constmction, which, in tuni, served as an hypothesis for action." 

Kolb found in his third source, the work of Piaget, a model of learning and 

cognitive developrnent which M e r  supported his own model of experiential learning. 

Human development, according to Piaget, involved a progression fiom a concrete 

phenomenal view of the wodd in infmcy, to an abstract constnictionist view in 

adulthood? The process by which this development took place was through the learning 

which occurs as the individual continually interacts with the environment. The 

development was understood to occur in four stages. These were the stages of cognitive 

growth; the sensory motor stage, the representational stage, and stage of concrete 

operations and the stage of formal operations. These were seen by Kolb, to build upon 

one another and to be "those basic developmental processes that shape the learning 

processes of adults."" 

Kolb then proceeded to identi@ through the conjunction of his three theoretical 

'Ohid., 8. 

"Ibid., 23. 

=Ibid., 25. 
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sources, five characteristics of experiential learning? These were described as follows: 

The first characteristic suggested that learning was best conceived as a process 

rather than a matter of outcomes. Interaction with the environment, understood by the 

term experience, is an on-going process, and since this interaction is foundational to 

l e a . g ,  learning itself is an on-going ever changing process. 

Second, learning was understood to be grounded in experience. Learning is 

dependent upon the interplay of consciousness and environment, each affecting the other 

in a creative tension, and through that tension, producing learning. 

Third, ieaming is seen to have resdted fiorn the resolution of opposing ways of 

dealing with the world. Learning requires both reflection and action, and in these two lies 

a fundarnentally conflicted relationship, which Ieads to creativity and go*, in learning. 

Fourth, leaming was seen to be a holistic process of adaptation to the world. 

Adaptive processes referred to such issues as tolerance for arnbiguity, decision-making, 

and attitude change. Indeed, experiential leaming may be understood as a lifelong 

experience of adaptation in al1 areas of activity and experience. 

Fifth, learning was seen to be a process of creating knowledge, a result of the 

transaction between social and personal processes. Knowledge depends upon the 

interaction of both subjective and objective processes, between an individual's subjective 

experience, and the accumulated social cultural data. Kolb's surnrnary statement was that 

"learning is the process whereby knowledge is created by the transformation of 



Having surnmarized the work of this popularizer of experientiai learnhg, it must 

now be acknowledged that Kolb's particular interpretation of experiential Iearning has 

corne under trenchant critique. Reijo Miettinen, of the University of Helsinki, has 

recently penned an article entitled, The Concept of Experieniial Lenrning and John 

Dewey 5 Theory of Refective Thought and Action which criticaily examines the way in 

which Kolb has interpreted his sources in order, it is said, to support or substantiate the 

basis and use of his Leaming Style Inventory. Miettinen's critique is that Kolb's method, 

can be called eclectic. Kolb unites terms and concepts, extracting them fiom their 
idea-historical conte* and purposes and puts them to serve the motives of bis 
own presentation. As a result, theoreticians with quite different backgrounds, 
motives, and incompatible conceptions, can be used as founders and 'supporters' 
of experïential lear~~ing.~' 

For instance, Miettinen reports that Lewin's work in group dynamics was intended 

to provide an "analysis and solution of the racial prejudices and conflicts in the State of 

Conne~ticut."~~ Kolb selectively uses the work of Lewin to confuie attention to the direct 

and immediate feedback of the "here-and-now experience" in group dynamics.27 

Miettinen's main concern is Kolb's development of a particular epistemology of 

knowledge. His objection relates to "the theoretical and epistemological ïnadequacy of 

'5~eijo Miettinen, "The Concept of Experiential Learning and John Dewey's 
Theory of Reflective Thought and Action," International Journal of lifee[ong Education 
Vol. 19, No. 1 (January-February 2000) 56. 



the concept of immediate personal experience which is rneant to form the basis of 

reflection and of the whole r n ~ d e l . " ~ ~  More specifically, Miettinen believes that Kolb ties 

the work of his sources to an empiricist philosophy whereby "the experiential mode1 

replaces the naive epistemological realism of empiricism with an individualist and 

subjectivist stance.'" It is the resultant ïndividualism of Kolb's project, which alienates - 

Miettinen. The following is his summary critique. 

It appears to me that the concept of experiential leaming, in the form used by Kolb 
and the adult education tradition, represents the kind of psychoIogica1 
reductionism that Dewey considered a misinterpretation of his antidualist 
conception of expenence. This conception is based in Kolb's book on the mode1 
of a very particular historicai incident - or habit: the immediate feedback in human 
relations training. Although this procedure has developed into one of the tenets of 
T-goup training, it is epistemologicdly highly problematic and cannot be 
generalized as a way in which people learn and gain understanding of the world 
and of their own possibilities in it. When the romantic, biologicai and therapeutic 
idesis of humanistic psychology are combined with it, a thoroughly individualistic 
conception of leaming emerges." 

This focus on the individuai says Miettinen, "leads us away fiom the analysis of cultural 

and social conditions of Iearning that are essential to any serious enterprise of fostering 

change and leaming in real life."" 

According to Miettinen, then, what is at work in Kolb is "psychological 



To reduce learning to individual cognitive processes, is to distort Dewey's commitrnent to 

an understanding of Iearning based on experience interpreted in the broadest sense 

according to cultural and historical realities. Miettinen's concem is echoed by Usher, 

Bryant and Johnston in their text on adult education. 

There is a need to stop seeing experiential Ieamïng in purely logocentric terms, as 
a natural charactenstic of the individual leamer or as a pedagogical technique, and 
more in terms of the contexts, socio-cultural and institutional, in which it 
functions and fiom which it derives its  signification^.)^ 

Miettinen's critique weakens the integnty of Kolb' s work. Nevertheless Kolb 

rernains the primary exponent of experiential learning. The five characteristics of 

experientiai leaming which he outlined, may well still hold value, and because of their 

alrnost generic quality, will be referred to Iater in this study. 

In conclusion, Kolb's touted deficiencies and hdividualism are counterbalanced 

in this study, by the centrai emphasis on the concept of "narrative" for an understanding 

of leaming and the nature of the self. Each theorkt consulted in the remainder of the 

study has posited fiom one perspective or another, the social, cultural and historical 

embeddedness of learning. The theoretical foundations for the understanding of meaning, 

the construction of the self, the nature of experience, the determinants of personal change 

and transformation, the perspectives on theology and Christian education - al1 rely upon 

basics which support the social and cultural roots of human experience and meaning- 

making. The critique of Kolb only enhances the perspective central to this project, that 

"Robin Usher, Ian Bryant and Rennie Johnston, Adult Education and the 
Postmodern Challenge: Learning Beyond the Limits (London: Routiedge Press, 1997), 
105. 
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the socially, cufturally and historically rich personal narratives provided by participants 

have been the proper sources for  identifjhg the particdar leaming which participants 

experienced and reported. 

2. AduIt Education: Mezirow 

Jack Mezirow, a leading thinker in adult education, has written extensively about 

the theory of transfomative Ieaming," a specific constmct related to experiential 

learning. Transformative learning builds upon the constructivist notion that d l  mental 

processes are creations of indiividuals; that reality in the rnost immediate and concrete 

sense is the construction of thase who claim to discover or invent it. in other words, we 

are the authors of our own m e - d g ;  we are the determiners of the meaning of our own 

e ~ ~ e r i e n c e . ~ ~  

Robert Kegan, as a leading psycho-social investigator and constructivist confirms 

this emphasis on the meaning-making nature of human expenence; that there is no 

activity, no feeling, no expenence which is not embedded in a rneaning-making context. 

"Thus it is not that a person rnakes meaning, as much as that the activity of being a person 

is the activity of meaning-making."36 To explore M e r  the concept of meaningrnaking 

in human development, M.B. Carlsen in her Meaning-Making; Therapeutic Processes in 

34 Jack Mezirow, Transformative Dimensions of AduZt learning (San Francisco: 

Jossey-Bass Publishers, 199 1 ). 

35 Ibid., xiii. 

36 Robert Kegan, The Evolving Self(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 1982) , 1 1. 



Adult Development begins by stating that the search for meanhg is at the heart of therapy 

because living itself is meanùig-making." She then explores the various constructions of 

adult development in such theonsts as Kegan, Erikson, and Piaget to show how these 

theories are based upon the idea that each individual is confronted with increasing 

complexity in the organizing of experience. These stages of addt development become 

rnetaphoricd images or guideposts for reconfiguring meaning in the face of new 

experience. 38 

One significant concept in human developrnent, which has been emphasized 

during recent decades, is the idea that "lifk is a ~ t o r y . " ~ ~  Carlsen notes that the idea of life 

as story is rooted deep in our culture; the idea that everyone's life is stnictured like a story 

and the way we interpret our experience is as a narrative with beginning, plot, character, 

success, defeat, goal and fulIilment, al1 meanings attributed by the individual to hisher 

experience."O Adult developmental theones provide frameworks for the process of 

understanding or attributing meaning to life experience. Kegan's particular contribution 

has been to emphasize the embeddedness in the meaning-rnâkuig process, that human 

development is a cultural process, and that rneaning-making is always contextual in 

nature. 

17M.B. Carlsen, Meaning-Muking: Therupeutic Processes Ni Adult Developrnenr 
(New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1988) ,4.  
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Aduit deveIopment theory is premised upon the notion that throughout Life, individuals 

are conlinually undergoing processes of adaptation and change. Those called to rninistry 

are not exempt. Far fiom being arrested in development or protected fiom change, the 

minister is continually confkonted by individual and community change and growth. This 

certainly provides a dynamic context for hisher own persona1 growth as he/she is charged 

to respond within a constantly changing environment. As an individual, the minister also 

participates in the process of adult development, but he/she does so in the context of 

simultaneously attempting to elicit and promote meaning-making among those to whom 

he/she ministers. In other words the context of meaning-making is rich here as the 

minister engages in interpretive action, rnediating several streams of meaning-making, 

among them; the Biblical story, his/her own story, the story of hislher ministry, and 

finally the story of hisher wider community. This mediation is nch in narrative and 

visionary potential. 

To reiterate, the focus of this study is the learning process inherent in experience. 

Meaning- rnaking is the constnictivist assumption of leaming. Mezirow begins his 

explanation of the transformation theory of leaming by focussing on the constnictivist 

rneaning-making process; "Meaning is an interpretation, and to make meaning is to 

constnie or interpret experience; in other words, to give it ~oherence.''~' Learning 

becomes possible because we interpret meaning by projecting images, values and 

symbolic meanings upon expenence. We interpret out- experiences in our own way, and 

what we make of the worid is a result of our perceptions of our experience. Says Patricia 

4 I Mezirow, 4. 
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Cranton in her text Understanding and Prornoting Transfoormative Leming,  

ccTransfomative learning is, then, a process of examining, questioning, validating and 

revising these perceptions,'"2 or as Mezirow states it, "Transfomative learning involves 

reflective assessrnent of pre~nises."~~ 

Early in our life experience we develop "rneaning perspectives" or familias sets of 

assumptions and patterns of expectation which inform us and facilitate processes of 

adaptation and interpretation. Meaning perspectives become fiames of reference by 

which we make sense of experience." These meaning perspectives are also culturally 

based as we assimilate uncritically common ways of knowing, believing and feeling. 

Thus through Our cultural embeddedness, we assimilate uncritically the prejudices and 

distortions of our social environment. This uncritical adaptation assures a distorted 

learning process which transfomative learning is intended to r e d r e s ~ . ~ ~  

Mezirow identifies three types of meaning perspectives; epistemic meaning 

perspectives which relate to the content of knowledge and the way we use knowledge; 

sociolinguistic rneaning perspectives which are based on people's social noms, cultural 

expectations, socialization, and belief systems; and psychological meaning perspectives 

42Patncia Cranton, Understanding and Prornoting Trunsformative Leurning: A 
Guide for Educators of Adults (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1994), 26. 



which refer to ùidividuals, their self-concepts, needs, and personalities? Each meaning 

perspective is made up of sets of meaning schemes, values, beliefs, assumptions, 

kn~wledges .~~  These meaning perspectives become the source of distortion. A distorted 

assumption or premise, says Mezirow, 

is one that leads the iearner to view reality in a way that arbitrarily limits what is 
included, impedes differentiation, lacks permeability or openness to other ways of 
seeing, or does not facilitate an integration of expenence? 

Because most perspectives have never been examined cntically by us, they, by 

their nature, contain ail manner of distortion- Distorted assumptions cause us to be non- 

inclusive and resistant to the integration of new expenence. In other words, an 

unexamined assumption limits the leamer's openness to change, growth, and personal 

development These distortions Vary according to the type of meaning perspective. For 

example, distorted assumptions in the epistemic realm relate to beliefs about knowledge 

which do not have foundation, Le. the assumption that a phenornenon such as the Law, or 

the Govemment, is immutable and beyond human control. Distortions in sociolinguistic 

meaning perspectives include al1 the methods by which society and language shape and 

lirnit perception and understanding such as cultural codes and roles, social noms, 

common practices and simply ways of seeing the world. In the work of one leading 

European philosopher, Jurgen Habermas, these sociolinguistic practices may be perceived 

as a "system world," systems which inform cultural activity, institutions and realms of 



experiencePg This area of distortion includes such assumptions as language-based 

distortions, labelling and stereotyping, selective perception, levels of consciousness, 

values, social and cultural n o r m ~ . ~ ~  Distortions in the psychological realm include 

persondity variables, childhood trauma, self- perspective and generally past e ~ ~ e r i e n c e . ~ ~  

Mezirow proceeds to describe the process of transformation, a leaming process, 

by which the areas of distortion are confkonted leading to new more integrated 

perspectives. He relates this process to adult development by which we may move 

through a series of successive transformations developing perspectives increasingly 

removed and "de~entred"~~ upon original assumed and distorted meaning perspectives. 

New meaning perspectives have dimensions of feeling, thought and will, and are new 

ways of perceiving our world by which we organize our "self," and according to which 

we enter into new behaviour. Mezirow described perspective transformation as, 

the emancipatory process of becorning cntically aware of how and why the 
structure of psycho-cultural assumptions has corne to constrain the way we see 
ourselves and our relationships, reconstituting this structure to permit a more 
inclusive and discriminating integration of expenence and acting upon these new 

49Mezirow acknowledges the central place of the thought of Jurgen Habermas, 
leading European philosopher in the Critical Theory or Franldurt School of social theory 
for his own development of the theory of transfomative leaming : Transformarive 
Dimensions of Adult Leurning, 7. 



understandings. 

The process of altering meaning perspectives is often painful, involving a range of 

threat and tension. The more encompassing the perspective change, the more 

fùndarnental a critique of distorted perspective, the greater the resistance to change, and 

the more traumatic the experience. The total resources of a society may indeed be 

mustered to reinforce the rnyths and perspectives of the entrenched structures of society, 

and to prevent transfomative leaming." 

The l e h g  process used to precipitate perspective transformation, Mezirow 

calls critical reflection. Three types of reflection identie the type and level of change 

invohed. We may use the exarnple of a fictitious person, Jane, to depict the difference 

between the types of reflection. Content reflection is critical reflection on the content or 

description of a problem; for example, looking for dues about whether Jane is telling the 

tmth about her age, by observing the lines in her face. Process reflection is critical 

reflection on the process of Learning, how the process was used and what were its 

weaknesses; for example, reflection on the adequacy of our rnethods to determine lane's 

53Jack Mezirow, "A Critical Theory of Adult leaming and Education7', Ad& 
Edztcation 32 (Fall, 198 l), 6. 

"Jack Mezirow, " Transformation Theory of Adult Leaming," In Definse of the 
LifeworZd: Critical Perspectives on AduIt Learning ed. Michael Welton, (Albany, New 
York: State University of New York Press, 1995), 57. These ideas represent adult 
education's appropriation of theories of 'communicative discourse' put forward by 
Habermas in his writings represented by such texts as The Theory of Communicative 
Action (Vol. 1,2), 1984,1987. For an excellent introduction to the influence of Habermas 
see Michael Welton, "In Defense of the Lifeworld: A Habermasian Approach to Adult 
Leaming" in In Defense of the Lifeworld Critical Perspectives on Adult Education ed. 
Michael Welton, (Albany New York: State University of New York Press, 1995) 127. 



age. And fmdly, premise reflection, which is more fundamental, involving reflection on 

the premises of the leaming process, the dynamics of the meaning schemes; for example, 

critical reflection on the value of the category of age to determine by itself, anything of 

major significance about Jane. In summary, Mezirow states: 

. . . content and process reflection are the dynamics by which our beliefs-meaning 
schemes-are changed, that is, becorne reinforced, elaborated, created, negated, 
codhmed, or identified as problems and transformed. Premise reflection is the 
dynamic by which our belief systems-meaning perspectives-become transformed. 
Premise reflection leads to more fully developed meaning perspectives, that is, 
meaning perspectives that are more inclusive, discriminating, permeable (open), 
and integrative of e~perience.~~ 

Premise reflection is primarily responsible for perspective transformation because 

of its reflective process upon the fundamental learning dynamics involved. Critical 

reflection at Ievels precipitating perspective transformation are most often the result of a 

series of dilemmas or a major disorienting dilemma related to such events as death, 

illness, divorce, career crash, retirement or other such personally disonenting 

Disonenting dilemmas as mo tivators for perspective transformation, have aIso 

been described as trigger events." These are events which may be life-shattering either in 

a situational or psychological way. Out of the dilemrna posed by the trigger event cornes 

S'Mezirow, Transformarive Dimensions of Ad& Learning, 1 1 1. 

16Jack Mezirow, "How Critical Reflection Triggers Transformative Leaming," in 
Foster ing Critical ReJlection in AdulthoocL A Guide to Transformative and Emancipatory 
Learning eds. Jack Mezirow & Associates, ( San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 
1990), 13, 

"P. Cranton, Understanding and Promoting Transfrrnative Learning: A Guide 
for Educators of Adults, ( S a n  Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1994) 77. 
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an effort to appropriate a new perspective which becomes powerful enough to 

consciously supplant the old perspective. The process of supplanting may be either 

sudden or gradual. In his study and research Mezirow found that the phases of 

transformation included the following steps: 1. A disorienting dilemma; 2. Self- 

examination; 3. Criticd assessrnent of assumptions; 4. Recognition of problem, 

acceptance that this is a trïed and true process; 5. Exploration of options for new roles, 

relationships, actions; 6 .  Planning course of action; 7. Acquisition of new knowledge and 

skills; 8. Trying on of new roles; 9. Building cornpetence and self-confidence; 10. 

Reintegration into life based on the new perspective? It is clear fÎom this description of 

the process of change, that while is it transformative, it is not seen as sudden or 

irnrnediate, but as a process of personal learning directed towards longer term integration. 

For Mezirow, transformative learning is tramformative in the sense that it alludes 

to the fiindamentai assumptions upon which an individual understands self, and the world 

the self experiences. It affects the individual in a total way in the sense that one's own 

identity is set into a new course which is understood and confinned differently. This 

process is aIso understood to be emancipatory. Empowerment and emancipation corne 

from the process itself insofar as the individual engages in risk taking and faces 

challenges every bit as dernanding as feats of physical accomplish~nent.~~ The 

transformative process is truly a courageous act of the individual and is, in this sense, 

58Mezirow, Transfoormative Dimensions of Adult Learning, 168. 

S9Jack Mezirow, ccTransformative Theory of Adult Learning" in In Defense of the 
Lzye world: Cr it ical Perspecrives on Adult Learning 48. 



empowering and liberating. Mezirow, in a recent statement, emphasizes more strongly 

this in-depth impact. 

Transformative learning, which may involve a reassessment of one's self-concept, 
as is often the case in perspective transformation, is threatening, emotionally 
charged, and extremely difficult. It is not enough that such transformations effect 
a cognitive insight; they require a conative and emotional cornmitment to act upon 
a new perspective as well. Transformative learning involves movement from 
alienation to agency and "centering," movement fiom a lack of authenticity, being 
true to oneself, to authenticity? 

The transformative process is also e m p o w e ~ g  in the sense that critical reflection 

in the transfomative iearning process sets one fiee of these assumptions, brings to 

awareness elernents of understanding and experience long hidden, and exposes 

limitations which have prevented a renewed and integrated functioning in the world. 

With a new perspective the individual is free to enter into a new path, and a new way of 

relating to the world which is far more intentional and therefore Wl l ing .  

Transfomative learning provides a framework fiom which to explore the nature 

of rninisterial experience and to document change in self-understanding in the practice of 

ministry. The early development of rninisterial identity will have been formed out of 

many sources and coalesced into meaning perspectives of a profound nature. 

Ministry, as vocation, molds persona1 identity as much if not more, than most 

professions. Roles and functions become part of who the e s t e r  is, determine day to 

day patterns of behaviour, and enter deeply into both primary and comrnunity 

relationships. Because of the nature of this calling, and the personal and spiritual nature 

of the formation process, the individual is drawn strongly into sets of beiiefs, values, 
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rituais and histoncai interpretations which, in keeping with their purposes, provide 

powerfûi meaning structures and orientations within the consciousness of the minister. It 

is a formative process. Religious traditions have contributed in the same way as other 

cultural processes or institutions, to the formation of meaning perspectives. While a 

formative pattern of faith system is of fundamental value to the individual, this system, in 

any process of adult development, m u t  also become affected, undergo challenge and 

change, to incorporate new events, expenence, and meaning. n e  engaged minister will 

not remain unaffected, and in many cases, rnay undergo transformation in hisher own 

perspective to face life with renewed vigour and understanding. This study has proposed 

to explore these areas to obtain a greater appreciation of how ministers, through their 

varied experience in rninistry, learn and grow in the understanding of their vocation. 

C- Experience and Meaning 

How we give meaning to o u  experience is the subject of the following discussion. 

in the conduct of this project, ministers will be asked to reflect on the rneaning of their 

expenence. Theorists such as Polkinghome, Bruner, Randall, Hillman, Carlsen and 

Crites all have pertinent insights on the processes human beings use to understand their 

experience. Such meaning-making processes are also intimately tied to the way we think 

about our selves, o u  sense of who we are as individual persons. The following 

discussion shows how the processes we tap into when we taik about our experience relate 

to fundamental aspects of our persona1 existence. 

The understanding of the term experience is not so straightforward as it rnight at 
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fist seem. In the first place, experience is a function of the individual. It is a matter of 

the individual's experience of hidherself and of their world. WilIiam Lowell Randall, in 

his cornprehensive volume The Stories We Are: An Essay on Self-Creation, identifies four 

levels of association when thinking of the self, of which oniy the second is that of 

experience. The k s t  is called the leveI of existence, referring to the outside story, 

understood as "the sum total of everything 1 have ever done, said, thought or feit in al1 the 

different dimensions of my life?' This level, however, is so vast and al1 encompassing 

that we have no hope of ever accessing it Mly. This everything cannot be apprehended in 

itself, but only partially through our senses, imagination and mernory. Experience is 

exactly that portion of existence which does become accessible through my perception, 

which Randall calIs "my inside story." It is my existence as 1 have appropriated it and 

interpreted it. "The inside story is my creation. . . It is the product of my imagination 

which reconstitutes the raw events of my life as remembered e~~eriences. '"~ Experience 

then, is interpreted existence. The fact that there can be no experience without an act of 

interpretation raises fundamental issues with respect to language and meaning in human 

existence. 

Donald Poikinghorne, at the beginning of his text on narrative knowing writes, 

"Experience is meaningkl and human behaviour is generated from and inforrned by this 

6' William Lowe11 Randail, The Stories We are: An Essay on Self-Creation 
(Toronto: UniversiSr of Toronto, 1995) 48. 



meaningfulness.'" Polkinghome states that while there are three structures in human 

reality, the material, the organic and the meaning, only the reaim of meaning is unique to 

human existence? The realrn of meaning is idenfined in the emergence of human beings 

as linguistic and self-reflective entities. Of ccmeaning," Polkinghome says filst that it is 

an activity, not a substance, described in verb form rather than noun. As such its 

temporal characteristic is hdamentai since dl action has a temporal dimension. Second, 

meaning is dependent upon the idenecation of relationships and connections between 

perceptions. The perception of having one thing stand for another as one activity of 

meaning-making, is the basis of al1 language and symbolic usage. Says Polkinghorne, 

"Language is cornmensurate with rnea~ing."~* "Meaning itself," says Bruner, "is a 

culturally mediated phenomenon that depends upon the prior existence of a shared 

symbol ~ y s t e r n . ' ~ ~  Bruner's idea of the folk psychology is a psychology of culture which 

suggests that the notion of self arkes not independently of the social world, but in the 

words of Michelle Rosaldo, "fi-om experience in a world of meanings, images, and social 

bonds, in which d l  persons are inevitably involved.'"' 

63Donald E. Polkinghorne, Narrative ffiowing and rhe Human Sciences (Albany, 
New York: State University of New York Press, 1988) 1 

65Polkinghorne, Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences, 7 .  

67Michelle Rosaldo, ccToward an Anthropology of Self and Feeling," in Richard A. 
Shweder and Robert A. LeVine, eds., Culture Theory: Essays on Min4 Self, and Emotion 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984) 139, cited in Jerome Bniner Acts of 
rMeaning 42. 
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From the foregoing we may conclude that experience is not a kind of carte 

blanche, but is constnicted, and dependent upon the meaning attnbuted to it, a meaning 

which is already culturally conscribed. Experience and meaning are inseparable realities 

each thoroughly affecthg and defining the other. Randall believes that experience is 

more specifically dependent upon events in our lives, those things which happen to us, 

but that the experiencing of these events is the measure of our self-consciousness, a 

psychological process of recollection and refle~tion.~~ James Hillman's apt description of 

this human activïty states that this is the process of making events into sou1.6' 

Hillman studies this issue fiom his anaiysis of the contrast between case history 

and soul history. Traditionally these have been seen as distinct and unrelated, one 

detailing outer events and the other, an unrelated inner experience of imagination, 

emotions, dreams and fantasies. Hillman proposes that these two realms are not unrelated; 

case history is also imaginative and neither category has more facticity or reality because 

each is a mode of experience or i~terpretation.~~ Hillman suggests that what makes 

experience into soul is an in-depth psychological process which in working on al1 

experience, whether dependent upon outer events or flights of fancy, sifts, weighs, 

lovingly reflects, internally digests slowly, opens for insight, and through this process 

68William Lowell Randdl, The Stories We Are: An E s s q  on Self-Creation 64. 

69~ames Hillman, "The Fiction of Case History: A Round" in J.B. Wiggins (Ed.), 
Religion As Story (New York: Harper and Row, 1975) 150. 
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enters into soul?' In reappropriating case history, Hillman reinforces the concept that Our 

expenences of events become the source of meaning in our lives as  they are ingested and 

used as therapeutic sources of insight. Such a view e ~ c h e s  our understanding of the 

nature of case study as it is used and given centrai place in this particular project. 

The prirnary points we wish to emphasize in this section of the study are that 

experience is inherently rneaningfül, and that the realm of experience becomes the focus 

for the ongoing building of meaning in human existence. This development of meaning 

is dependent upon many things, our individual past, our familiai and cultural associations, 

our own changing social contexts, our inner experiences and imaginative projections and 

envisioned possibilities, as weil as the limitations of genes and specinc events which 

make our experience unique and non-replicable. Meaning is the stunof self-growth and 

personal development, processes which are never ending. It is the pre-requisite for 

leaming throughout life and is the same as interpreted expenence whether this be from 

extemal or intemal events. It is Randall who equates this meaning-making process with 

leaming. "Learning is that entire active process whereby consciously or otherwise, we are 

forever trying to 'make meaning' out of our existence and 'make something' out of our 

l i ~ e s . " ~  

We might end this discussion by reiterating that in interviewing e s t e r s  who are 

expenenced in their vocation, we are atternpting to capture both their rneaning-making 

processes, or how they make sense of their experience, as well as, the particular leanllngs 

"Ibid., 150. 

"William Lowell Randall, The Sfories We Are: An Essay on Self-Creation 8. 
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which they have developed through years of reflection on their experience. 

D. Narrative and the Self 

We now wish to focus attention on the form which meaning takes in our lives, 

namely that of narrative, and to explore how intimately related are notions of narrative 

and self. When we speak of rneaning-making processes in narrative form we are 

speaking, according to our group of theonsts, of the way in which we experience our 

very self. These notions help us to understand the nature of the interview process we 

wish to use in our project, and to see how this process is really one of an exploration in 

sel f-understanding . 

According to Polkînghome, personal expenence becomes rneaninboful to the 

individual primady through the cognitive organizing structure which is best descrïbed as 

a mode of narrative. Taking his cue fiom Jerome Bnrner, Poikinghorne descnbes two 

basic modes of cognitive functioning. One is the "logico-scientifi.~'~ which is derivatory, 

conceptual and formal in its reasoning, as well as universal in its application. The other, 

called ccn~at ive ,"  is less well known, temporal in its mode, particula. in the way it 

connects events in life, and specifically appropriate for conveying the meaning of human 

experience. Narrative is the cognitive mode which gants meanïng to individual events 

by tying them together in a comprehensible whole, and providing for the logic of human 

intention, purpose and goal.73 He suggests that each of us makes sense of our own and 

other's expenence through the construction of narrative or story. This becomes the 

"Donald E. Polkinghorne, Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences, 18. 
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method by which significance is understood and communicated. Narrative is the 

appropriate vehicle to convey meaning in human events because of its temporal structure, 

sequencing the apparently discrete or disconnected events of existence, and attributing 

meanuig to that existence. 

Stephen Crites developed the thesis in 1971 that experience is essentially narrative 

in fonn. Hïs focus is on the nature of al1 consciousness both communal and individual. 

He beguis by comparing the temporality of music which he calls pure style, with the 

ternporality of stories. Story, he suggests, is the second (the first being music) culturai 

mode which has coherence through tirne, and it is the very form which consciousness 

tal~es.'~ 

It is Crites' contention that the narrative fonn is not a product of 

consciousness, but its essence. Indeed he goes so far to Say that narrative or story foms 

consciousness. Al1 cultures are formed by their narratives, and these are the narratives 

which inform our own individual stories as we live them out in our own lives. At its 

most fundamental level these cultural narratives are considered sacred by Cntes, "because 

men's sense of self and world is created through them."7s 

Further, stories are shared experience. From the sacred stories which shape our 

consciousness to the stories we hem through al1 our social and cultural experience, al1 

"Stephen Crites, "The Narrative Quality of Experience" in Why Namtive? 
Readirrgs in Narrative Theology eds. Stanley Hauerwas and L. Gregory Jones, (Grand 
Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdrnans Publishing Co. 1989) 69. 
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these stories "shape in the most profound way, the inner story of e~perience."~~ We do 

not begin with our own story. From our beginnîng, we relate to the storied experience 

around us, and through that expenence, structure our own. Says Cntes, "People awaken 

to consciousness in a society, with the inner story of experience and its enveloping 

musicality already infûsed with cultural f~rms."'~ In this way, al l  experience, social, 

cultural and individual, is related and enmeshed in the narrative form, a continuum of 

story, giving meanhg to life experience, to community and to fundamental existence. 

Crites, in this regard, reinforces Jerome Bruner's notion of the socially constructed self. 

Bruner explores an understanding of self within the context of developments in the fields 

of psychology and social psychology. The same process of meaning-making applied to 

the organizing of experience through narrative, applies as well to the concept of the self. 

In the same sense that the interpretation of al1 personal experience is seen to have 

narrative form, so also does the expenence of self rely upon interpretation in narrative 

fom.  B m e r  contrasts the traditional essentialist notion of the self, a self which 

somehow exists intra-psychically, independent of experience, with a self which is 

socially cons t r~cted .~~ Bruner suggests that the self is dependent upon the experience of 

relationship, and that the way we fhme our consciousness, position, and identity is in 

relation to an other. In this concept, self is socially and historically constnicted. It is the 

result of an ongoing process ofretrospection, and the selective ordering of past 



experience into a self-narrative to serve the current need for coherence, justification and 

meaning. Says Crites, "The self is a kind of aesthetic constnrcf recollected in and with 

the iife of experience in narrative fashi~n."'~ Polkinghome, building on this definition 

suggests "One's personal story or personal identity is a recollected self in which the more 

complete the story that is formed, the more integrated the self will be."80 Further to the 

cultural component in the concept of self-identity, Schriebe writes in Sarbin's Narrative 

Psycho logy, 

Human identities are considered to be evolving constructions; they emerge out of 
continual socid interactions in the course of life. Self-narratives are developed 
stories that must be told in specifïc historical tems, using a particular language, 
reference to a particular stock of working historical conventions and a particular 
pattern of dominant beliefs and  value^.^' 

William Randall explores the complexity of the creation of the 'self within a 

Christian context. His is a view which affuais the conviction that reality itself, or at least 

human reality, is inherently storied." Each life is a story within the larger stoned 

structure of the universe; storied, because we cannot conceptualize human existence 

outside of the experience of meanhg and purpose, and these characteristics are temporal 

and h i ~ t ~ r i ~ a l  in form. Within this structure we "create ourselves SIrough the way we 

'9Stephen Crites, "Storytime: Recollecting the Past and Projecting the Future" in 
Narrative Psvcholow: The Stories Nature o f  Human Conduct, ed. Theodore R. Sarbin 
(Westport, Connecticut: Praeger, 1 98 6) 1 62. 

goDonald Polkinghorne, Narrative Kno wing and the Human Sciences 1 06. 

8 1 Karl E Schriebe, "Self-Narratives and Adventure," in Narrative Psychology: The 
S~oried Nature of Human Conducr ed. Theodore R. Sarbin (New York: Praeger, 1986) 
131. 

g"illiam Lowell Randall, The Stories We Are: an Essay on Self-Creation 15.  



story our l i ~ e s . " ~ ~  

Randall see the roots of storied selfhood in Chnstianity. He essentially expands 

Crites' notion of the "sacred story" to suggest that al1 stories have an ethicd purpose 

worked out through a conflictual plot. Randall does not posit one master story but he 

does suggest that the authorship of each life and of history points to a divine rnetaphor of 

the uncornpleted ongoing authorship of creation in which we all participate. Our 

responsibility is to become aware of the narratives by which our lives are authored, and to 

engage them in the ongoing fabrication of our selfhood. " 

E. Autobiographv: A Narrative of Learning and Change 

This project relies centrally upon the value of the act of autobiographical 

construction. That is, through our discourse with participants, we are inviting them into a 

process of creating their own autobiography. We are inviting them into an act of self 

meaning-making. This is the way by which the participants may reflect upon the meaning 

of their experience. What we wish to explore now is how our theorists interpret the 

meaning and value of autobiography . 

B m e r  suggests that in the construction of the seE, two universai human 

capacities corne into play; our human reflexivity enables us to tum around on the p s t  and 

alter the present in its light, or to alter the past in the light of the present. Neither the past 

nor the present stays fixed in the face of this reflexivity. The second, is our capacity to 



envision alternatives, to conceive of other ways of being, of acting, of striving. These two 

capacities enable the self to consûuct the self. 85 

Polkinghorne says we make our existence hto  a whole by understanding it as an 

expression of a single unfolding and developing story. 

We are in the rniddle of our stories and cannot be sure how they will end. We are 
constantly having to revise the plot as new events are added to our lives. SeLf, 
then, is not a static thing or substance, but a configmkg of personal events into an 
historical unity which includes not only what one has been, but also anticipations 
of what one will be.86 

Bruner m e r  describes the self as an entity in action. Human contexts change 

continuously. To get a notion of a particular self we must sample its uses in a variety of 

contexts, with dl the specificity which that requires. Bruner then suggests that the 

methodology to accomplish this is best exemplified in autobiography, the retrospective 

account of what one thinks one did in what settings in what ways for what felt reasons. In 

helping people to tell their story, "we were listening to people in the act of constructing a 

longitudinal version of Self."" 

Further to the construction of the seif in autobiography, B m e r  suggests that the 

form of the narrative is as critical to self-identity as is the content of the narrative. Our 

persona1 stones as they contribute to our self-invention, at the same time, participate in 

the construction of literary conventions. These conventions attribute significance to the 

story or plot through such genres as antihero, victim, black comedy. Through 

- 

"Ibid., lO9,llO. 

86~onald E. Polkinghome, Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences 150. 

"~erorne Bruner, Acts of Meaaing 120. 
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autobiography, we act out our self on a larger stage with a larger significance. Bniner 

relates this to the justiQing requirement in autobiography. We paint our self on a larger 

stage using rhetorical device, in order not o d y  to recount, but to justify, to show how the 

story fits, how it makes sense. In the present telling, we make of the past what works for 

the present and the future. To this end, says Bruner, "the presuppositions that we lace into 

the telling of our lives are deep and virtualb Iimitles~.'"~ 

Randall adds to this discussion in his suggestion that we are "profluenced by the 

In living a life, as  in reading a story, we are constantly leaning into the future, 

hoping on some level, that when we arrive, we shall be able to look back with 

understanding on the past It is this anticipation of retrospection which is our chief tool 

for making sense of our story and our life. The past, he says, is never simply there. It is 

constructed and composed by being plotted in the present, and it is this plot we devise, 

which is in itself, the principle of se le~t ion.~~ Plot, he says, is what gives meaning to our 

lives, and it does so in fine fashion, because it is the medium of meaning, rnorality and 

metaphysics. For these reasons, Randall calls plot a theological category. He posits 

autobiography as  the most intensive mode of plotting or perhaps the most ordered mode 

of making meaning for our l i~e s .~ '  

For Randall autobiography becomes the primary mode of meaning-making for our 

'%id., 122. 

"William Lowe11 Randall, The Srories We Are: An Essay on SeljrCrearion 128. 

'OIbid. 132. 

9'Ibid., 138. 
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lives. This act of constnicting autobiography however, is ongoing throughout our lives. 

Indeed, he says, as we move through our lives, our view of our lives is constantly 

changing. 

Each moment is a moment of self-transcendence in which 1 advance fiom one 
story to another. Thus the story of my life is one 1 am continually outgrowing, as 1 
am ever moving, automatically, to a larger and more inclusive story ~ti.11:~ 

The hermeneutical process at the heart of constructing autobiography is never ending in 

its interpretive task of defining our self?3 But not oniy does our self change, we are also 

several selves at the same time. Echoing Bruner, the self is not a kemel, it is a 

contextualized construct, and as such maintains itself in several versions dependîng upon 

forrn, content, context, medium, motivation, audience, mood, even institutional or 

ideological versions of the self. 94 These versions interact and load together in unique 

ways, to achieve current purposes and intentions. The self structures îtself according to 

these purposes and intentions. Finally, says Randdl, our story is unfinished, our self, a 

work in progress. 95 

Randall makes one other critical point. Our knowledge of one another is dways a 

filtered knowledge. This filtering process is similar to the way our self-knowledge is 

filtered through our current perception lens and current intention. We know another only 

through story, but this story is filtered in many ways: the person's self report to me is 



filtered simply by being a communication about self; her report is also filtered by her 

interpretation of what 1 wish to know and what she wishes to reveal. Al1 reports of her by 

others are filtered by their own biased impressions and agendas. Finally any report to me 

of herself by herself is filtered through my own story and perceptions. Through these 

multiple filters, an influencing process is going on by which my own story or self-creation 

is being affected through the filtering of another stosr, and the same process of story- 

influencing is happening with the other? Every intertwining of human s t o v  participates 

in, and affects, the ongoing processes of self-creation in the one and the other. 

Brady, Nelson and Randall in their discussions of autobiography and the self. 

focus on the learning process inherent in auto biography . Autobiography is the particular 

Iearning process involved in the construction of the seK This process is more than just 

an activity, it is itself, a learning process. As Brady States, "It is my thesis that 

autobiography, the act of drawing a self-portrait with words, is a vitdly important method 

of facilitating and enhancing the process of adult lea~ning."~' 

According to Nelson the use of autobiographical accounts, telling the story of 

stability and change, is a prornising source of research into addt leaming.98 

Brady refers primarily to three processes of memory which enable 

97 E. Michael Brady, "Redeerned From Time: Learning Through Autobiography," 
AduZt Education QuarterZy Vol. 41, Num.1 (Fall, 1990,43-52), 44. 

98 Alex Nelson, "Researching Adült Transformation as Autobiography," 
International Journal of LifeZong Education Vol. 13, No. 5 (September-October 1994) 
389. 



autobiographical leaming to occu.. These three memory processes are the remembered 

self, the ordered self, and the imagined selEg9 

The remembered self is memory in recollection. Brady suggests this recollection 

is of the bios or the course of life, and that this process possesses a certain shape held 

together by a thread which is the thread of memory. Through recollection the individual 

discovers this thread which has shaped the person's experience. 

It brings together one's prior selves and images of significant others in a way 
which dernonstrates a purposive and significant unification, different fiom the 
passive, continuous, fi-agmentary flic kering s of images and feelings that 
accompany other activities in the normal flow of consciousness.'" 

Memory also serves to connect the past with the present, maintaining the thread of 

meaning through the multifarious images of the past into the events of the present. 

"Mernories and present reality exist in a continuing, reciprocal relationship, constantly 

influencing and determining one an~ther."'~' Thus autobiography is not simply the 

recording of past events, it is a new representation of identity, and a drawing together of 

self in light of current purpose and meaning 

The rnemory process suggested by ordered memory serves the purpose of 

rationaiity in hurnan existence, that o u  experience "cries out for understanding and 

interpretation."'02 Ordered memory makes sense of the past in such a way as to constmct 

99E. Michael Brady 44. 

'OOIbid., 45. 

"'Ibid., 45. 

10'~bid., 46. 
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rneaning and order for both our present and our fùture. Our future is ordered by the 

structure of meaning we give our past. According to Brady, this ordered process is an 

inner process of continual development. Yet at the same time it establishes an integrity 

and harmony, an order within the chaos. "There is an essentiai oneness to the self, an 

integrity and internai h m o n y  that holds together the multiplicity and continual 

transformations of being."lo3 What is sacrxced in simplified experience, is gained in 

moral and aesthetic purpose. Autobiography is the metaphor for this task with which 

every individual is burdened, to reconstruct the unity of self across time, to interpret a 

fundamental meaning, and to experience one's life in integrity and wholene~s . '~~ 

The memory process called "the imagined self' is the self as constructed, the self 

reflected upon in depth, the self imaginatively embraced. Writes Brady: 

Through imagination, the autobiographer creates the past by infushg facts and 
events with interpretation, direction, suggestiveness, and ultimately, human 
meaning ' exercising imagination, creating images and metap hors in the 
development of the narrative, and in so doing, adding myself to myself-'O5 

Brady characterizes the processes which occur in the autobiographical act, as addt 

learning. Autobiographical learning is the way we learn about ourselves, and therefore 

also the way we leam about others. "Autobiography is an important means to learning 

and self-knowledge because it enables the person to recompose and interpret his or her 
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Iife into a kind of wh01e."'~~ The past reconsidered may trïgger a  ansf formative leaming 

experience and the capturing of a new perspective on the self. This is what Brady cdls 

auto biographical learning . "Through imagination," says Brady, "the autobiograp her 

creates the past by infiising facts and events with interpretation, direction, suggestiveness, 

and ultimately, human meaning."'07 

Alex Nelson uses his own life experience (his struggle to understand his vocation 

in priesthood fkom which he resigned) to show how change was possible through the 

narrativizing of his life story, and the concomitant processes of ccconstructing and 

reconstructing of my aut~bio~raphy." '~~ Autobiography, for Nelson, is the metaphor for 

the directedness with which an individual may approach his/her Me. He identifies four 

characteristics to autobiographical learning: 

1. In autobiographicd learnulg, the person develops a sense of persona1 autonomy 

and authority in their life, a result of awareness of both the possibilities and limits within 

which a person may determine hisher own direction in me. 

2. Through the development of the imaginative capacity to envision alternative 

directions for one's life, the learner gains a sense of being able to effect change, and to 

have control over life direction, 

3. The leaming is augrnented by the imaginative expressions which are part of 

story telling, and which participate in symbolic and mythic structures of hurnan knowing. 

'061bid., 48. 

'071bid. 49. 

'O8 Alex Nelson, 39 1. 



4. As a reflective process, autobiographical learning through imaginative 

distancing, is both cntical and constructive, leading to transformation in a person's 

perspective and practice.'09 

Nelson is concerned to explore how the telling of Life stones enables a Iearning 

process in individuals which promotes change and personal transformation. In these 

stories there are continuities, tuxning points, times of stagnation, and moments of 

transformation; these are the narratives, says Nelson, which "appear to offer considerable 

promise for elucidating the leaming processes by which adults make new l ife-ch~ices."~~~ 

Nelson contrasts the developmenial paradigm of life choice with the 

autobiographical. He reports that research into adult reflective learning, points to some 

inner discomfort which triggers reflection leading to the learner's need to make some sort 

of choice to manage the dis~omfort '~'  Autobiography chronicles these experiences of 

life choice widiin the broad cultural contexts of one's Life and interprets them in a process 

of adult reflective learning. Based on this understanding of addt development, Nelson 

raises a central question, a question which may indeed point in the direction of a spiritual 

response: 

What is it that enables the person to traverse, sometimes very gradually, from a 
position of stuckness or of major inner discomfort to a new position of major 
satisfaction, when that path appears to lead into exacting processes of examination 
of self and one's experience, some costly choices and the difficulty of enacting 
new behaviour in an environment which generally does not welcome the 



substantial change of behaviour?'I2 

Factors involved in this movement to change include, says Nelson, both our 

cognitive and affective capacities but even more especially our imaginative capacity. 

While the cognitive requirements have been explored by many adult leaming theorists, 

especially Mezirow, new insight into non-rational processes have also been put fonuard. 

Boyd and Myers1I3 draw on Jungian theozy to suggest that processes of discemment are 

integral to personal transformation, including activities of receptivity, recognition and 

grieving. Nelson builds on these ideas to suggest that, 

3 y approaching learning fiom experience through the metaphor of auto biograp hy, 
as the imaginative construction of the life story by the learner, researchers will 
fmd a more comprehensive understanding of the processes of leaniing in times of 
significant personal change. ' 1 4  

Imagination adds to experience; it is the means by which new meaning leads to new 

understanding. Imagination leads to new perception and even to new insight. According 

to Ricoeur, it is narrative, as the vehicle for the imagination, "which questions and 

challenges the established personal and cultural constructions of what their life rnean~.""~ 

Imagination so understood, is the source of change in a person's life. Narration is 

a text of ever newiy constructed interpretation of experience. It is life's hermeneutical 

"'Robert D. Boyd and J. Gordon Myers, "Transfomative Education," 
International Journal of Lifelong Educarion Vo1.7, No.4 (October-December 1988) 261 - 
284. 

l 14Alex Nelson, 3 95. 
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device "to charter the unexplored resources of the to-be-said on the b a i s  of the dready 

~aid.""~ Imagination as the realm of image, symbol, and metaphor, supplies the logic in 

autobiographical accounts of transformation, of the movement fiom old to new uncharted 

life perspectives. It is imagination, says Nelson, which is the cnticai but often 

unacknowledged element in human learning allowing adult learners "imaginatively to 

make sense of disconfuming experience" and thus reshaping the Me narrative in the 

formation of new meaning perspectives. l l7 

Randall discusses aspects of persona1 change and the project of autobiographical 

construction through his concepts of re-authoring and re-storying. Randall notes that our 

story is never the same; we are editing it on a continual ba~is ."~ In our desire to make 

sense of the whole of our experience, we continually see ourselves in a new way as one 

event after another piles upon our ongoing expenence and the revision of the meaning of 

our life plot never ends. Our self story is always in revision, always in change. 

Autobiography, he says, is the way in which we plot this on-going change in our 

e ~ ~ e r i e n c e . " ~  In summary fashion Randall states: "1 create myself through the continual 

reworkhg of the story of my life the self is always a narrative constmction, biographie 

'16P. Ricoeur, "The Creativity of Language," in R. Kearney Dialogue ~ d t h  
Contemporary Confinentd alinkers (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1 7-46) 
25 cited in Alex Nelson 396. 

' " ~ l e x  Nelson, 397. 

''8Williarn Lowe11 Randall, The Stories We Are: An E s s q  on Se[f-Creation 137. 



not biological, in 

Randall rnakes the distinction that whiIe we do not author our lives in the sense 

that events are given; we do author our stories. We recons-tnict the events in our lives 

through memory, imagination and Ianguage. "' And while society gives us the range of 

story boundaries, we continually self-reflect on these boundaries and consmct our 

uniqueness within them. 

Randall suggests a categorizing by which we re-story our lives. The re-storying 

process may range fkom lowest thresholds of change to the highly dramatic. In the first 

case, re-storying our lives through natural processes may be either gradual or dramatic- 

An example of the gradual natural process may be the forming of our independent 

identity through growth in the farnily, or the way our career and job experience may 

impinge itself on our self-story in an ongoing naturd way.'" A clramatic natural process 

of re-storying could be the move fiom singleness to intimacy with another in our life 

story, or disruption caused by job loss, or major illness; unsettling changes which cause 

us  to reflect more deeply upon the plot of our lives, and to restory at fùndamental 

levels. '" 
In the second case, major re-storying of our lives is due to processes which are 

intentional. This re-storying occurs at our own behest in response to our own sense of 



troubling question marks in our own story, or o u  own efforts to overcome contradictions 

in Our storying processes Ieading to greater integration and wholeness.'" Intentional re- 

storying too, may be either gradual or dramatic. An example of the gradual intentional re- 

storying might be o u  decision to enter a new and different career, or the decision to 

forego old fiends for the establishment of a new group of relationships in which we may 

play a more satiseing character within our oewly constructed story.'" Dramatic 

intentional re-storying irnplies a re-writing of our whole story, a radically new 

perspective; a new dominant genre for the interpreting of our story This dramatic re- 

sto-g will be, of necessity, an inner process, which may or may not issue in dramatic 

outer evidence. It will mean, nevertheless, a radically altered sense of self, and will 

evidence new choices to fit the new perspective. Says Randall, 

The re-storying 1 am concemed with here involves a change not in the events of 
our lives themselves, but in the genre, the fictional mode, the dominant version, 
the master story, the life plot, by which we interpret them, transfomi them into 
experiences . . . it is a re-form-ation of our lives, for it changes Less the content of 
our life-stories than their form, less the crystals themselves, tfian the pattern that 
connects. 12' 

Randallys answer to the issues of the unity of the self, is that of integrity.12' If the 

self and its story is always in flux, where is stability, where is connectedness, where is 
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consistency? Randall, looking at personai life as a novel with chapters and subplots, 

stories within stones, uses the termlliology of balance, direction and integrity to suggest 

the way in which individuals cope with the issue of continuity in their lives. He quotes 

Michael Novak to make his point: "To bbnng integration out of wildly disparate 

tendencies is the mark of a great ~oul.""~ Making meaning of wider and wider horizons 

of experience is the ongoing challenge to each person in hidher search for selfhood. This 

striving is the mark of what Frankl calls ccman's search for meaning,"'" or as Randal1 

quotes Alice Munroe: "Until you die, you try to make a comprehensible story of your 

life*"" 1 

F. Summary 

Using the theoretical resources of adult education, psychology and social 

psychology, we have described processes of expenentiai leaming and related these to 

ways of thinking about the development of self-identity through processes of narrative 

and autobiographical construction. We have seen that change cm be usefûlly conceived 

as a process of re-storying based on learnings about who we have been, and who we wish 

lZgMichael Novak, Ascenf of the Mountain , FZighr of the Dove , (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1971) 49, cited in William Lowell Randall, The Stories We Are: an 
Essay on Self-Creation 267, 

'"Victor FrankI, Mun S Search for Mean* An Introduction tu Logotherapy, 
(Boston: Beacon Press, l962), cited in William Lowell Randall, The Stories We Are: an 
Essay on Self-Creafion 269. 

 lice Munro quoted in P Marchand, "Telling Stories" in Saturday Magazine: 
Toronto Star, (April21, 199 1) 2, cited in William Lowell Randall, T'lie Stories We Are: 
an Essay on Self-Creation 269. 
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to be. We have also seen that fùndamental to the possibility of change in our lives, is the 

act of making new sense through the imaginative construction of new narratives, a 

process of reflective leaming. 

This is the process into which we have invited the participants for this project. 

Only through a process of reflective leaming can each participant point to changes in the 

way helshe understands the vocation of rninistry and hisher role in it. 

We have sought, in setthg this theoretical groundwork for the study, to provide a 

fiamework for understanding the purpose and value of the project itself. We have used 

the concept of experiential learning in a broad sense, to suggest processes of life learning 

which may be applied in any particular area of life experience. We have explored the 

work of adult education theorists, and other writers in psychology and social psychology, 

to provide an in-depth introduction to concepts of education and leaming based on life 

expenence. We have stretched the compas of experiential feaming to embrace narrative 

and autobiographical learnbg because we have seen that expenence is meankg-Iaden, 

and the only way that experience can be grasped is through the structure of narrative. The 

discussion of autobiography provided insight into personal learning, how and what we 

leam about ourselves in the various settings and contexts in which we find ourselves. It 

was our contention that in the vocation of minisûy, persona1 leaming and learning about 

ministry most likely could not be separated; one reflected irnrnediately upon the other. 

Therefore, we directed our study towards autobiographical learning as the specific 

process which would give insight into what and how ministers have leamed about 

thernselves and their vocation, in their practice of it. 
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In this way, the theoretical foundation has prepared an understanding of the 

specific approach, of autobiographical construction, taken with participants in the project. 

The approach has served to illustrate the particdar leaming process which has led these 

rninisters to constmct narratives of persona1 learning about themselves and their 

understanding and practice of their vocation. This project has intended to record and 

explore these narratives. 



CHAPTER III 

THEOLOGICAL PERSPECTTVE 

Both in the realms of education and psychology experience has been shown to 

have an essential narrative form. It has also been suggested that notions of the self are 

dependent upon categories of narrative, and that the narrative of autobiography as an act 

of self-reflection, is a form of personal learning. In the total context of these explorations 

similar theologicd themes and methods may be identified. 

A. Experience and Christian Education 

The emphasis in this report has focussed to sorne extent on notions of the self and 

learning. It is useful to note the emphasis in Christian Education upon the category of 

human experience as the source of learning about what it means to be Christian. Michael 

Lawler in his early 70's article Let's Take a Look - Again - At Experience, suggests that 

revelation is a matter of attention to the deed and the word in human experience. In other 

words, revelation is a matter of interpreted experience. The Jewish people at the Red Sea 

experienced an event which they interpreted "as the place where Yahweh, their God, 

acted in their l i ~ e s . " ' ~ ~  He concludes "They came to know their God experientially by 

their reflection upon their red human e~~erience.""~ Lawler's point culminates in his 

I3'Michael G. Lawler, "Let's Take A Look-Again-At Experience," Religious 
Education Vol. LXVI No.5 (Sept-Oct. 1971) 342. 



incarnational comment: 

The process of man's in-depth reflection upon his red experience to articuiate 
religious truth about God reached its culmination in Jesus of Nazareth, In this 
man God lived a human life and conctantly interpreted it in depth.13' 

In 1992 Trond Enger, a Norwegian, reiterated this emphasis on experience tied to 

the long tradition in church history, of story-telling. 

Experience is that dimension in religion without which no other dimensions 
would have existed. The scarlet thread through the whole of the history of the 
church is nothing but a continuous process of experience and a continuous process 
of story-telling; a continuous narrative of a peson's experience with God.13' 

In a summary way, Thomas Groome, who writes about Christian Education based 

upon a mode1 of t h e  and of praxis, focuses on experience as the basic datum of Christian 

education when he says: 

In the biblical understanding the people corne to know the Lord in the midst of 
historical experience, by reflecting on the activity of God there, by entering a 
relationship with God and God's people, and by their lived response to that 
relationship . . . Christian religious education should be grounded in a 
relationai/experiential/reflective way of knowing that which is informed by the 
Story of faith fiom Christians before us, and by the Vision toward which that 
S tory ~ 0 i n t s . l ~ ~  

Expenence then, is not only a concept utilized in the general educative realm, but 

also, in Christian context, experience is the basis for leamïng in faith. Our interest in this 

report, is how experience has illuminated what ministers have learned about themselves 

"'Trend Enger, "Religious Education Between Psychology and Theology," 
ReZigious Educafion Vol. 87 No.3 (Summer, 1992), 436. 

'j6Thomas H. Groome, Christian Religious Education: Sharing Our Story and 
Vision, (San Francisco: Harper Collins Publishers, 1980), 145. 
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and their vocational identities. Expenence is the domain of persond leamhg; living the 

faith for Christians, whether lay or clergy, is a learning experience. 

B. Christian Education: Context and Critical Reflection 

A prernise for al1 discussion about experience as the source of leaming, is the 

significance of contextuaiization, both sociaI and cultural- Already identified in the work 

of Bniner and those in the constructivist movement, has been the point of view which 

supports the social construction of the self, and the impact of socialization and cuiture on 

the ongoing developrnent of self-identity. These ideas have also resonated in the area of 

Christian Education embracing an historical tradition concerning Christian nurture, with 

representation ranging fiom the 1 9h Century Horace Bushneil to 20" century 

reinterpretation by such writers as C. Ellis Nelson and John ~ e s t e r h o f f ? ~  

In his chapter entitled "On Becoming Christian ~ogether,"'~' Thomas Groorne 

outlines the socialization process involved in the development of the Christian identity. 

Groome discusses the tension between a deteminative and non-detebat ive  

understanding of the deveIopment of self-identi~, and the extent to which our social 

context determines our selfhood. He speaks alternatively about a "dialectic" between a 

person and hisker environment. 

Thus to narne the relationship between a person and the sociai environment as 

'"Ibid., 1 15-120. See Horace Bushnell, Chrislian Nurture, (New Haven, Corn.: 
Yale University Press, 1967). C. Ellis Nelson, Where Faith Begins, (Richmond: John 
Knox Press, 197 1). John H. Westerhoff, and Gwen K. Neville, Generation to Generation, 
(P hiiadelphia: United Church Press, 1974). 



dialectical means that the person accepts and a f k n s  some of the social influence 
and refùses and rejects some, and fiom this cornes a rnovement beyond those two 
moments, for both the person and the social reality.'39 

Given the above concepts, it is dear that Christian education may usefdly be 

thought of as a process of socialization into the Christian tradition and community: 

It is within a Christian socidcultural environment that people corne to 
appropriate the symbols which cary forward the iradition. It is there that they 
encounter role models, a world view, and a value system that can be interiorized 
as their own Christian self-identity.140 

In a siWcant refinernent of the socialization tradition Groome poses the concept 

of "shared Christian praxis." His point here is that not only is Christian i d e n t i ~  fonned 

within community, but that there is a necessary intentional focus on the process. 

Christian individuals in CO mrnunity develop a critical consciousness which acts, through 

continuai reform, to approximate God's will in response to the Kingdom in Jesus 

Christ."' "Far fkom socializing our students more effectively, our educationd task will 

often require that we cal1 in question and counteract much of the socialization that is 

already taking place."142 Within a pluralistic society Groome believes it is especially 

incurnbent within the Christian commmity that a critical consciousness be fostered; "a 

critical capacity for discerning the rnixed influences of socialization on our l i ~ e s . " ' ~ ~  
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This critical capacity in reflection is central to Groome's appreciation of the 

Christian educative process. His definition of Christian religious education is "a group of 

Christians sharing in dialogue their critical reflection on present action in light of the 

Christian Story and its Vision toward the end of lived Christian faith.y''44 

By "present action," Groome means the comprehensive reaiity of the present a t  ail 

Ievels, and by critical reason he means the educative task to ccdiscover the interest in 

present action, critique the ideology that maintains it, and recognize the assumptions upon 

which it is ba~ed ." '~~  Ln this respect Groome has proposed in Christian ternis, an 

educative task essentially s d a r  to that of Mezirow's. In this task, Groome's concept of 

critical reflection includes not only an evaluation of the present, but a critical reflection 

on our past and a critical approach to an envisioning of the future. Critical reflection on 

the past is an uncovering and naming of our own self-histories, our own stories. Critical 

reflection using imagination to envision the fùture is the positive creative activity 

involved in creating and transforming towards a future more closely attuned to the will of 

God- This realm of the use of the imagination for critical reflection is also the realm of 

the movement of the Spirit: 

. . . critical reflection the source of discemment, as always, is not solely our own 
reason, rnernory, and imagination. It is only by the Spirit's grace of discernent  
working within our own hurnan efforts that we can corne to know reality in light 
of God's activity and contribute to its transformation according to God's wi11. 146 
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It is worthwhile to note here, that much of the theoretical consideration described 

above is not uniquely Christian. What makes it so is when the "reflective activity 

described above is in response to the Christian Story and Vision."L47 SO says Groome, 

"When the Story and its Vision are retold and our own stories and visions cntiqued in 

their light, then our educating can be called Chn~tian."'~' By Christian Story, Groome 

rneans the history of diaiogical relationship of God and His People as demonstrated 

particular roles and expected life-styles, written Scriptures, interpretations, pious 
practices, sacraments, symbois, rituals, feast days, communal structures, artifacts, 
"holy" places, and so on . . . the term Story is intended as a metaphor for al1 such 
expressions of our faith tradition as they are al1 part of our Christian S t ~ r y . ' ~ ~  

A final comment fiom Groome's perspective is the way in which critical 

reflexivity embraces not only our own story as individuais, but also the Story as received 

through its many traditions and manifestations. The Story, he reports, is not yet 

completed and will not be so until the coming of the Kingdom. In other words, God's 

plan unfolds in response to the uniqueness of each new historical situation. The Vision is 

appropriated newly and creatively in response to each present. "The Vision indeed is a 

critique of our present praxis and a measure of o u  faitbfulness. But ours is also an open 

hture, and its shape is being influenced by present praxis."'" 
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Clearly, ministers experienced in their vocation, are situated well for the 

development of a particular sensitivity to the needs and concems of the Chnstian 

comrnunity. They have a responsibility to facilitate their cntical or creative response to 

enable the Vision of faith to impact these concems, indeed to enable these concerns to 

speak to the Vision itself, and thus to mediate God's will for this tirne. This project may 

be seen as a recording of such reflection in specific instances. 

C. Christian Narrative 

We have discussed the relation of narrative and experience, and how narrative 

the interpreted form of expenence. Narrative is a central category for Christian 

experience. Johann Baptist Metz sees the centrality of narrative and experience for 

theology: 

Theology is above al1 concerned with direct experiences, expressed in narrative 
language. This is clear through Scripture, from the beginning, the story of 
creation, to the end, where a vision of the new heaven and the new earth is 
revealed. AU this is disclosed in narrative. The world created fiom nothing, man 
made fiom the dust, the new kingdom proclaimed by Jesus, himself the new man, 
resurrection as a passage through death to life, the end as a new beginning, the life 
of future glory - al1 these show that reasoning is not the original form of 
theological expression, which is above al1 that of narrative.'" 

This last point has been made strongly by H. Richard Niebuhr in his book The 

Meaning ofRevelation. He  states that, 

. . . despite many efforts to set forth Christian faith in metaphysical and ethical 
terms of great generality, the only creed which has been able to maintain itself in 
the church with any approach to universality consists for the most part of 

"'Johann Baptist Metz, "A Short Apology of Narrative," Why Narrative? 
Readings iiz Narrarive Theology. Eds. Stanley Hauenvas and L. Gregory Jones, 252. 



statements about events.'" 

Biblicd narratives, in the form of the history of the Jews and Iater, the history of Jesus, as 

the telling of the critical events, become the sources of meaning in the ongoing life of the 

Christian community through its regular recitation and confession. The life of the Church 

is not signalied by its own effort at self-preservation says Niebuhr. Rather? '&The church's 

compulsion arises out of its need - since it is a living church - to Say truly what it stands 

for, and out of its inability to do so othenvise t h m  by telling the story of its life."Is3 

Confession for Christians, says Niebuhr, is none other than the story of their lives. 

This he says, is no simple illustration or analogy. Rather the faith in story cannot be 

replaced; "it was irreplaceable and untramlatable."'" In the Story is the fundamental 

datum of faith upon which al1 confession and theology stands. Niebuhr's primary point is 

that revelation itself cannot be divorced fiom the narrative of history . "We are in history 

as the fish is in water and what we mean by the revelation of God can be indicated ody as 

we point through the medium in which we l i ~ e . " ' ~ ~  

Niebuhr's discussion parallels many of the later ideas of Jerome Bruner about the 

socially constructed self, when he links the history which is revelation, with our own 

personal histories, and finally with the history of the faith cornmunity. It is the history of 

"'K. Richard Niebuhr, "The Story of Our Life," JKhy Narrative? Readings in 
Narrative Theology 22. 

'"Ibid., 23. 
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the faith cornmunity which both forms the consciousness of its members, and is formed 

by the revelation according to which it lives. Revelation, in other words, cannot be 

divorced fiom the cultural and historîcal forms which determine the identity of human 

beings. However, hktory as sucb, is not the bearer of revelation. Revelation, for 

Niebuhr, is rather, the imer apprehension of this history. " M e n  we speak of revelation 

in the Christian Church we refer to our history, to the history of selves or to history as it is 

lived and apprehended eom ~ithin."''~ Revelation is, in the reaim of the personal, the 

subjective, understood not individualistically, but rather through a .  experience which is 

"comrnon and verifiable in a comrnunity of  selve^."'^ This intemal history is defined by 

quality rather than quantity of experience. It is characterized by valuing rather than 

objectieing, by a flow of feeling, a stream of consciousness within in a community of 

selves as opposed to a separateness of individuality. 

In intemal history, on the other hand, society is a communïty of selves. Here we 
do not only live among our selves but they live in us and we in them. Relations 
here are not exqernal but intemal so that we are our relations and cannot be selves 
Save as we are members of each other. lS8 

LastIy, Niebuhr's reflection on revelation links the valuing of both the history of 

the individuai and the history of the community. In the Christian community both 

histones are intertwined and reflect one another. Autobiography is the reflection of the 

cornrnunity in the self, the narrative of each dependent upon the other. Further, 



autobiography is an external history of the intemal reflection, a narrative which is 

originally formed fiom the person's interna1 experience of hisher life in comrnunity. 

In the undertaking of this project we are attempting to capture this imer history, 

the particular ways in which ministers have understood their lives as lives reflecting the 

faith of the community. If such a task is not revelatory in itself, at least in Niebuhr's 

terms, it may have faith revealing potential, s i g n a h g  the real value of the reflective task 

for an adult perspective on Christian learning. 

D. Narrative Theoloa 

George Stroup, a prominent theologian in the more recent Stream of narrative 

theoIogy builds significantly on the work of H. Richard Niebuhr. In discussing the 

category of narrative, Stroup suggests that the Iines between the first-order faith language, 

narrative, and the second-order faith language, analysis and cnticism, are not so fixed as 

it might appear. If narrative is central to the formation of individual identity, and to the 

articulation of faith, then it must play a significant role in theological categories and 

construction. 

Narrative is an important theological category because it is essentid for 
understanding human identity and what happens to the identity of persons in that 
process Christians describe by means of the doctrine of revelat i~n. '~~ 

For Stroup "narrative" is both "a literary genre and a hermeneutical process or 

mode of understanding that takes places in Christian faith."'60 Its purpose in the Christian 

159 George W. Stroup, The Promise of Narrative TheoZom, (Eugene Oregon: Wipe 

and Stock Publishers, 1997) 88. 



faith is found in the genre of confession. 

The narrative of Christian confession or autobiography emerges fiom the collision 
between individuals and their personal identity narratives and the Christian 
community and its nanatives. l6 ' 

Christian narrative in the sense of community, is a confession or recitation of the 

particular history of the cornmunity, but more than that, it is the interpretation of that 

history in light ofcurrent history and experience, and of the future envisioned by those 

living and hoping in the present Conversely, this is the narrative of the identity of the 

individual, hisher perception of past, present and Euhue, as constructed in interactive 

responsiveness to the perspective of Christian faith in co~~muuity. 

Stroup values the term 'collision' in his discussion of these issues of identity 

because the word lends itself to the strength of the impact of Christian revelation upon the 

individual's identity the "encounter through which a person's identity is illumined and 

transformed by the Christian faith."'6' Through this process, signifcant disorientation 

and reinterpretation may take place which leads to the reconstruction of personal identity. 

The confessions of such seminal figures in Christian tradition as St. Paul and St. 

Augustine point to the impact of this collision and to the impact of this reconstruction of 

identity in the resulting narratives of confession. Says Stroup, 'This appropriation and 

reconstruction finally assumes the literary form of autobiography or confe~sion."'~~ 

Stroup uses the example of St. Augustine to illustrate the links between 
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confession, personal identity and the narrative structure of the Christian faith. In his 

Confessions, Augustine reinterprets his life history in light of the revelation he has 

experienced, and in the context of interpretation provided by the tradition of  the Christian 

Church which has contributed to his reconstructed identity. The community is the 

necessary context through which the person reinterprets his life meaning and confesses a 

personal faïth. These are two subjectivities, narnely those of the individual and the 

community, living through the same inspiration and enlivening one ano ther through a 

living history of memory and hope. 

Stroup maintains that it is the reconstructed narrative of personal identity which is 

the finai act of conversion. In other words, the narrative of conversion forms the basis for 

reconstructed Christian identity. He says, refemng to St. Augustine, 

Hïs conversion is best understood as the act of writing the Confessions. It is o d y  
as Augustine engages in the process of reinterpreting his personal history and 
reconstntcting his personal identity that the pilgrimage of Christian faith actually 
begins.'@ 

The act of conversion refers to the way in which the narrative of personal identity 

is reconstructed by means of what is acknowledged and recognized to be the truth in 

Jesus Christ, a reconstruction which is dependent upon the public and interpretive history 

of the Christian community. Stroup's primary point is that narrative is an essential 

category for understanding the nature of falth in the individual and in the Chnstian 

Church. To put the same point in another way, Stroup is maintaining that only in the 

lived faith of the individual is it truly possible to acknowiedge the reality of God. 



The relation between knowledge of self and knowledge of God constitutes the 
fundamental dynarnic for Christian identity and for the doctrine of revelation. 
Knowledge of self and knowledge of God are intrinsically reIated in the Christian 
faith. '" 

Thus knowledge of God is only possible "when personal history is reconstructed in the 

larger context of Christian narrati~e." '~~ 

The impact of this perspective for this project is the great value of understanding 

the personal narratives of Chrïstians, as these narratives, metaphorically not unlike the 

narratives in Scripture, continue to shed light on the narrative of God3s will and way 

within the Christian community today. These particular confessions offer a route to a 

knowledge of self and of God. They are a witness to the work of God through the long 

and sometïmes tomious process of the integration or collision, of personal identity 

narratives and the Christian narrative in its various  manifestation^.'^^ 

E. The Theolom - - of Bioma~hv 

We turn now to look theologically at the notion of that particularly persona1 

narrative, biography. This project as we have outlined it, emphasizes the construction of 

autobiographicd namative as a process of experiential leaming. But in the act of 

facilitating the telling of another's story, we have a kind of distancing or weaving of two 

consciousnesses, those of the researcher and the participant, in an interpretative process 

which approaches the genre of biography. We are concemed here with life history. How 



can we interpret Iife history theologically? 

Biography is narrative removed or distanced from the act of cbautobiography." 

Nevertheless biography preserves the form of narrative and has as its subject the iived life 

of another individual. The theology of biography as a theological construct was 

introduced by James McClendon Jr- in the 1970's. Narrative, according to Stroup, is the 

language of faith. It is also the language which identifies the self. James McClendon has 

brought these two ideas together in what he calls "Biography as Theology."'" 

McClendon7s turning to the form of biography, came fiom his own experience of 

autobiographical valuing. Through exploring and valuing his own life experience, he 

came to consider this kind of exploration to be the proper arena for theological 

investigation. He valued less, his schooling in philosophy and theology, which he termed 

unengaged and unresponsive to the questions he brought to them. Lnstead, he said, "the 

greater part of my theological education was on-the-job training, gained as 1 set out to 

care for a church."'" For him, theological education was primarily a result of intensely 

personal experience. As opposed to cornmon stereotyping of theology as dogrnatic or 

delusionary, theology became for him "more often a trial by ordeal, the very arena of 

conscientiousness." Faith was explained rnost clearly, by attention to the difference it 

made in the lived life of the person of faith. McClendon explored how faith ùiforrns the 

'6s~arnes Wm. McClendon, Jr., Biography us Theology: How Life Stories Can 
Remake Today S Theology (Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1 974). 



individual, and how theological constructs worked themselves out in the lived lives of 

individuals. In exploring how faith expressed itself in the process of living, McClendon 

believed that he was getting at the "very substance of religion."17' McClendonYs living 

examples were Dag Hammarskjold, Martin Luther King Jr., Clarence Leonard Jordan and 

Charles Edward Ives. in each case he identified an archetypai image of faith, '" which 

informed and guided the lives of these individuals, and which provided the clue to 

understanding their motivations and their accornplishments. By image, McClendon 

reported that he means: 

metaphors whose content has been e ~ c h e d  by a previous, proto~pical 
employrnent so that their application causes the object to which they are applied to 
be seen in multiply-reflected light; they are the traditional or canonid  metaphors, 
and as such they bear the content of faith itself.ln 

The ongin of these images are Scriptural and refer to the dominant motifs and 

"salvation events" as recorded in Scripture and as rnaintained in the traditions of the 

Christian Church. This activity of living out the dominant motifs of faith, for McClendon, 

is also an experience of community. Just as the dominant images are imported into 

consciousness through the life and tradition of the comrnunity, so their expression in 

individuai [ives is a "multiply-reflected" revisioning of these motifs which originally 

inspired the People of Israel and the earIy Christian Church. Such motifs or images 

would include doctrines such as The Kingdom of God; the Son of Man; the Atonement; 



the Great Deliverance; and the myriad of others, 

McClendon is aware that his theological approach depends highly on 

interpretations of the meaning of "image," and "metaphor." He is anxious to avoid the 

reductionism which might Mply that al1 religious belief is "simply a metaphor," an unreal 

representation. E s  response, "The answer, briefly, is this: to speak û-uly and faithfiilly of 

God is indeed to speak in models, images, analogies - we have no other way."'" 

FundamentalIy, McClendon7s project is to suggest the necessq grounding of 

theology in lived experience. If we are to understand the great doctrines of the Church, 

we cannot t d y  do so in the abstract. We must turn to the lived lives of the faithful. 

If we turn seeking an answer (with respect to the validity of the 'atonement'), to 
the Iives of Hammarskjold and King, we find no evident interest in the formal 
statement of the doctrine of atonement. What we do find are dominant images - 
Caesarea Philippi, sacrifice, the cross, the single garment of destiny - images 
which can be truly understood only in the light of this ancient doctrine; they are 
images whose point is the point of the doctrine, images, therefore, which are the 
theological doctrine in the only form in which it c m  give substance to the religion 
of those who 'live by' that doctrine. 17' 

And what is rneant by the concept "live by" is articulated to be, 

The precise c l a h  that they accepted, believed, were convinced by this Christian 
doctrine, that it was a controlling motif of their lives, as evidenced by what they 
said and did, and principally by their application of these controlling images to the 
events of their 1 i ~ e s . l ~ ~  

It is not the intention of this project to replicate the work of McClendon. We refer 

to his text to reinforce the emphasis in this project on the lived experience of Chnstians, 
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in this case, rninisters, as a way to illuminate the meaning of Christian faith and vocation. 

His theological perspective codirms the value of the documentation of faith lived. The 

personal narrative of the Christian becomes the ciosest evidence of the meaning of the 

larger Christian narrative as a contemporary and particular witness of faith. 

F. Christian Conversion: A S~eciaI Instance of Learning 

In this last section of theoretical and theological inquiry we focus on the narrative 

of conversion to examine how two of our theorists view that experience from a 

transformational and iearning point of reference. We have maintained that persona1 

change is profoundly, a learning experience. It affects our perspective on Ise with 

ramifications for our personal, social and cultural understanding. Both Stephen Crites 

and Michael Welton bring together streams of thought in psychology, adult education and 

theology to shed light on the meaning of this particular doctrine. 

We have already noted Cntes' concept that the narrative quality of experience has 

three dimensions, the sacred story, mundane stones, and the narrative temporal form. 

There are times in our experience when these three dimensions intersect. Crites writes, 

And sometirnes the tracks cross, causing a burst of light like a cornet entering our 
atmosphere. Such a luminous moment, in which sacred, mundane, and persona1 
are inseparably conjoined, we cal1 symbolic in a special sense.'" 

While such symbols are powerful in the way in which they affect our lives, Cntes 

is at pains to point out that symbols still do not take us beyond the reahn of the narrative, 

the symbols make sense only within a context of meaning. 

'"S tephen Cntes, "The Narrative Quality of Experience" Why Narrative: 
Readings in Narrative Theology 8 1. 



Conversion for Crites, is the kind of transforming of consciousness which requires 

a fundamental change in the story through which we find our self identity. 

Conversion is reawakening, a second awakening of consciousness. His style must 
change steps, he must dance to a new rhythm. Not only his past and hture, but the 
very cosmos in which he lives is strung in a new way.I7' 

Welton niminates more directly on the concept of conversion within an adult 

education model, linking conversion to culture, and to Paulo Freire's educative process of 

conscientization. Welton reflects on the Links between the nature of experience, 

transfomative l e h g  , and Christian conversion. He describes the centrality of the 

experience of conversion in Christian tradition suggesting that "conversion narratives- 

metaphors of journey fiom darkness into the light -have organized central dimensions of 

Western experience for thousands of year~.""~ He quotes several definitions of 

conversion, but his focus is on the cognitive process; conversion designates " a  profound 

seif-conscious existentid change fkom one set of beliefs, habits and orientation to a new 

structure of belief and action."'80 Speaking fiom a psychological perspective, and again 

echoing Bruner's preoccupation with the cultural basis for self-identity Welton notes, 

Cultures provide narrative frames within which persons fashion their selves, and 
the conversion narrative, set within the meta-narrative fiame of creation, fa11 and 
redemption, retains its power (in sacral and secular forms) into the present 

'79Michael Welton, "Seeing the Light - Christian Conversion and 
Conscient isation," Adult Educution and Theological Interpretations eds. Peter Jarvis and 
Nicholas Walters, (Malabar, Flonda: Kneger Publishing Company, 1993) 106. 
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distraught moment. 

Through this cultural interpretation Welton reiterates a major theme that 

conversion cannot be conceived as an individudistic event but rather one which occurs in 

the context of comrnunity and which of necessity involves a new order of human and 

divine relationship. Conversion creates "new world." It is an experience of 

"conscientization," a pedagogicd praxis related to a new way of seeing and acting, the 

content of which is "service." ccChristian conversion is a radical depth tuni fiom sin and 

darkness, historicdly mediated, through entry into a transformative learning community 

sharing a common life and attuned to the least of God's creatures." 

Conversion is seen here as a profound spiritual process the consequences of which 

are closely allied to experiential leaming. The transformation of the hurnan being, 

implies a new way of perceiving, an ongoing process of transformative leaming towards 

the fidfilment of the fruits of the Spirit. Conversion is about transformation, but it is also 

about learning, Iearning a new way of life, an expenential learning about self, comrnunity 

and cosmos. 

G. Conclusion 

In conclusion, referring again to the work of George Stroup, we have a summing 

up of the valuing of narrative, suggesting the theological basis for the project being 

undertaken here: 

In Christian narrative a specific process of understanding and interpretation takes 
place which makes possible the appropriation of Christian faith and the 



reconstruction of personal identity. This appropriation and reinterpretation finally 
assumes the literary form of autobiography or confe~sion. '~~ 

As already noted, personal narrative is a fundamental expression of the nature of 

the Christian faith in its alive or lived fom. Narrative captures the importance of 

memory and reflection for the formulation and interpretation of one's life in Christian 

perspective. As these individual and communal narratives evolve and intersecf new 

interpretations of identity and faith emerge. The purpose of this project is to capture a 

snapshot of these evolving narratives, and to reflect with these narratives on experiential 

leaming about the meaning of faith and ministry in the lives of those whose task, in part, 

is to make such reflection a fiuiction of their vocation. 

One final note may be made about the theological import for this project. While 

the psychological and educative theorists provide a reasoned framework for 

understanding the impact of experience on learning processes, it is the actual content of 

the life and tradition of the Christian communïty as this relates to the Iife narrative of 

each person in the comrnunity, which provides rneaning and purpose to the processes we 

have described above. It is the Christian faith handed down which, 1 would claim, gives 

us the outstanding structure of meaning, to understand leamuig processes of the most 

fundamental kind. Christian ministers in their communal setting are ideally situated to 

engage in these learning processes, having at their disposal, one of the richest resources of 

meaning available, the ancient and modem narratives associated with the Christian faith. 

'82George Stroup, 96. 



CHAPTER IV 

RESEARCH AND METHODOLOGY 

A. introduction and Theory 

1. Introduction 

This project has followed the methodological presuppositions associated with 

qualitative research. h the first part of this discussion a theoretical b e w o r k  has been 

established to address both the characteristics of qualitative research, the nature of the 

i n t e ~ e w i n g  process which has been used, and why this project has been most 

appropriately carried out using this method. 

In this context, the issues of ethics have been addressed, the role of the researcher, 

and the trustworthiness of the research. Addressed also have been the limitations of the 

study, underlying assumptions, and the research question. The paaicu1a.r techniques used 

to respond to the research question have been described, including the research process, 

selection of participants, interview process and data collection, and data analysis. 

2. Qualitative Research 

Michael Quinn Patton has identified seven themes for qualitative methods. Each 

of these have been seen to apply to this project. 

a. Qualitative methods are "naturalistic" in approach: they are research into 

naturally occumng human processes which "are not planned and manipulated by the 
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e~aluator."'~~ In this project we have examined the experiential leaming processes of 

experienced rninisters, as naturally occurring expenences. While participants have been 

introduced to the purpose of the project, and its focus on their learning, they have been 

asked to reflect naturally and according to their own perceptions upon their life and 

rninisterial experience. 

b. ccQualitative rnethods are particularly oriented toward exploration, discovery, 

and inductive l og i~ . " ' ~~  A presupposed clearly defined result is not in the nature of this 

research. Our effort has been to collect information with respect to one aspect of 

respondent's experience, and to form conclusions based on the information received. We 

have not imposed a philosophical framework upon participants as they recollect and 

interpret. Rather, we have used the general concept of expenential learning as the Lens to 

interpret the narrative provided by participants. The results of information collected 

worked not so much to confirm predetermined hypotheses, as to provide opportunity to 

M e r  understand and explore. 

c. "Fieldwork . . . means having direct and personal contact with people.'3185 It has 

been expected that dirough the processes of interview and interaction, the participants in 

this project will have developed a confortable personal relation with the researcher in the 

process of personal exploration. It is critical to corne to know the particular 

18'Michael Quinn Patton, How ro DSe Qualitutive Merhods in Evaluation, 
(Newbury Park, London: Sage Publications, 198%) 13. 
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circumstances and experience of respondents and in order to do so, a level of trust and 

cooperation will need to have been maintained. 

d. A Holistic approach: The research effort is motivated by a desire to corne to as 

full an understanding as possible of the experience of respondents. The direction of the 

interview is much more in the hands of respondents than reseitrcher, and includes the 

particu1a.r understanding which respondents bring to each area of explorahon. The 

holistic approach also recognizes the wider socio-cultural contexts within which 

respondents articulate their experience. While these contexts have not be the focus of the 

interview, it will have been recognized as participants thernselves included it in their 

narratives. 

e. Case-Study approach: the purpose of the project has been to explore the 

experience of a srnall group of individuals in order to thoroughly understand and learn 

fiom their experience. That experience, and the interpretation of it, has not been intended 

to be generalized. The purpose again, has been to explore the meaning communicated by 

participants, and to utilize the fiamework of 'experiential Learning as a way to interpret 

and understand that experience. While generalization is inadmissible fkom a research 

standpoint, the project may have provided a paradigm for m e r  exploration of 

experience in ministry. 

f. Lastly, Patton suggests that "The philosophical roots of qualitative metfiods 

emphasize the importance of understanding the meanings of human behaviour and the 

social-cultural context of social intera~tion."'~~ This process has roots both in 



phenomenology and in ethnomethodology.'" 

The fundamental assumption of ethnomethodology, says Feldman, is that people 
within a culture have procedures for making sense. These procedures are 
'ethnomethods,' or culturally based methods. Many of these procedures are 
verbal. They include telling stones and giving e~planations.'~~ 

The focus of this project has been indeed on the stories which the respondents 

reported with respect to their life experience. Further, Feldrnan reports that: 

Meaning is created through our actions and our interpretations of our own and 
each other7s actions. Particular actions do not have set meanings- Virtuaily any 
meaning is possible. The only absolute in ethnomethodology is that meaning will 
be made and that the meaning will depend upon how we connect the actions and 
the c o n t e ~ t . ' ~ ~  

With respect to the phenomenological perspective, Crites claims that al1 

experience is essentially narrative, a movement in tirne, as we have already noted, not 

dissirnilar to "the rhythms and melodic lines of music." ''Narrative is the cultural form 

capable of expressing coherence through tirne," a sirnilar but slightly less pure form of 

" rnu~ ica l i t~ . "~~~  This form of research focuses on this narrative characteristic and 

participates in this musicality; it adapts to the phenomenology of experience. This is a 

philosophical approach which allows for a direct attention to the consciousness of 

another. As adult educator Michael Collins puts it: 

. . . the central concern of phenomenology is about meaning. Understanding the 

IS8Martha S. Feldrnan, Strutegies for Interpreiing Qualitative Data (Thousand 
Oaks, London: Sage Publications, 1995) 8. 

lgOStephen Crites, 66-67. 



apprehension of meaning in any context - requires a readiness to suspend taken- 
for-granted beliefs (attitudes) in favour of a critical stance towards everyday 
exPenences. 19' 

This project has focussed on the experience of respondents as they reflected on 

and evaluated their own experience, and as it has been reported directly to the researcher. 

3. The Interview in Qualitative Research 

EUiot Mishler writes about research fiom a contextuai and narrative position. His 

beiief is that the theoretical assurnptions and presuppositions of the standard interview are 

inappropriate to the task of discovering meaning. Standardization, he maintains, as the 

core value of traditional quantitative research, mitigates against the complexity of 

communication or human discourse, and against the centrality of meaning is human 

behaviour. He proposes four propositions for the proper understanding of the interview 

process used for qualitative research. These are: 

a. Interviews are speech events or events laden with many layers of meaning. 

b. The discourse of interviews is constructed jointly by intenriewers and 

respondents. 

c. Analysis and interpretation are based on a theory of discourse and meaning. 

d. The meanhgs of questions and answers are contextually grounded.'" 

Given these propositions, the standard interview is understood not only to be 

'91~ichael  Collins, ccPhenomenological Perspectives: Some Implications for Adult 
Education," Selected Writings on Philosophy and Adult Education, ed Sharan B. 
Meriam, (Malabar, Flonda: Kneger PubIishing Co., 1995) 259. 

'g2Elliot G. Mishler, Research Interviewing: Context and Narrative (Cambridge 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1986) Preface, ix. 
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inappropriate but harmhl for the exploration of meaning since it does not focus on the act 

of communication, nor does it pay attention to how meaning is actually constnicted. 

Mishler, in describing how meaning is constructed, acknowledges that this is 

always a shared experience. In qualitative research "interview questions and responses 

are formulated in, developed through, and shaped by the discourse between interviewers 

and respondents," and upon how " in te~ewers  reformulate questions and how 

respondents fiame answers in terms of their reciprocal understandings as meanings 

emerge during the course of an interview."'93 This being the case, the interview process 

in this project m u t  take the forrn of a guided discussion rather than that of a 

predetermined schedule of questions and specified responses. The interviewer's role is 

akin to that of a facilitator or enabler who assists the respondent, through discussion, to 

explain his or her meaning and interpretation. 

According to Mishler, what is produced in the mufxal discourse of interviewer 

and respondent is a kind of shared ~ t o r y . ' ~ ~  As we have seen, meanhg is constructed 

through story or narrative. Cohler calls personal narrative "the most internally consistent 

interpretation of presently understood p s t ,  experienced present, and anticipated 

future."195 Narrative is the rnost appropriate vehicle for understanding another, because 

19SBertram J. Cohler, "Personal Narrative and Life Course," Life-S'an 
Developrnent and Behaviour eds. Paul B. Baltes and Orville G. Brim, Jr., (New York: 
Academic Press, 1982) 207, cited in Elliot G. Mishler, Research Interviewing: Context 
and Narrative, 68. 
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this is the way each of us constructs rneaning in our lives. 

Mishler describes ways to understand narrative. One of the most useful £rom the 

point of view of the needs of this project is the approach taken by Agar and Hobbs who 

focus on the "coherence" of a narrative understood through attention to "themes" and 

their relation to interpretation. Coherence is a matter of the relations between elernents 

of discourse, and these Agar and Hobbs define in terms of  a- Global coherence, or "how 

a particular utterance is reiated to a speaker's overalI plan, intent, or goal for the 

conversation;" b. Local coherence, which refers more narrowly to relations between 

utterances and parts of the text; and c. Themal coherence, or how utterances express a 

speaker's recurrent assumptions, beliefs, and goals.1g6 This fiamework provides a 

methodology to identifi the components of narrative, and issues of interpretation. 

Lastly, it is worth noting that Mishler believes that assisting respondents to create 

their own narrative acts is an "ernpowering" of the respondent. It is a process which 

encourages respondents to find "their own voice."lg7 Through an interview process which 

recognizes the contextual and shared nature of meaning making, a methodology which 

encourages a kind of "transparency" or mutuality of interchange, a process which 

redistributes power traditionally invested in the interviewer, to enable the respondent to 

"speak for him/herself," and which sees the respmdent as a "collaborator," a full 

participant in the development of the study itself; this process is identified as having the 

purpose of benefiting the respondent as much as the researcher, a process which is 

Ig6Elliot Ga Mishler, 89. 

'971bid., 1 18. 
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basicdly ernpowering in the life of the respondent. 

B. Research Issues for this Proiect 

1. Researcher as Participant 

The researcher brings his background, his particular existence, and his projects in 

life, to the conduct and the purpose of this project. As a Baptist minister who is now an 

instructor in a community college, he has developed an interest in ways to perceive and 

reflect upon his own life experience as it has taken many turns in career and professional 

directions. For many years he worked as a career counselor developing programs to 

enable youth and adults to reflect on their life experience, and to make decisions about 

the appropriate directions for their îuture. He learned the importance of reflection as a 

process to evaluate experience, and to cultivate a level of self-awareness which could 

contribute to the ability to move positively forward in one's iife and career. It becarne 

clear that this process was never ending for the individual, as well as being a process 

which was critical for the development of each person as they move through their years. 

The researcher M e r  developed an understanding of this life long leaming process 

through studies in the area of adult education. It seemed as he reflected on his own earlier 

experience in ministry, that this was a profession strongly positioned to be a continuing 

reflective practice on life and its meaning. Not that al1 are successful at doing so, but 

ministry by its very nature calls the minister to shggle  with processes of reflection 

whether on personal belief, the impact of faith on the ongoing life of congregants, or the 

rneaning of God's Word for persons here and now. The adult education expenence, for 
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the researcher, focussed more and more on the importance of the interna1 processes of  

meaning-making as the locus for how to understand the progress of individual life. It 

seemed that a project to explore this learning process with rninisters was one way to 

further an understanding of how reflection and experiential learning become ways to 

explore and understand life experience. 

It is important to be clear that the researcher is a participant-observer in this 

particular research project. He brings his age (mid-fifties), gender (male), educational 

and denominational background (trained in ministry, social work, adult education, and 

Baptist affiliation) to bear upon the project. It is useful to reiterate here that the whole 

process of this research project is premised on what Mishler has called, the joint 

construction of meaning,19* and that a primary objective of the interviews was to develop 

clarity on the meanings which were being communicated, whether this meant correction 

for the purpose of a tmer understanding, or a specific feedback and reflection to clarifi 

and illuminate the expenence of the participant. The acknowledgement of the unique 

cultural placement of researcher and participant helped to establish an interview which 

was open, reflective, and an occasion for mutual learning. 

2. Underlying Assurnptions 

Certain basic assurnptions underlie this project. These provided the basis for a 

consideration of the possibilities of the project. 

- that Christian minishy is a highiy reflective practice, and therefore an 
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appropnate focus for the exploration of continuous and life-long learning experience. 

- that Iearning is a fiuidarnental component of life experience, and that personal 

learning, as an historicd and contexhiai process, has a direct impact for ministers, on 

their under standing and practice of rninistry . 

- that one of the ways the presence of God is experienced in our world, is through 

the interaction of the narratives of faith and community, with personal narratives and the 

expenence of individuais. 

- that individuds are always in the process of constructing and re-constructing 

their self-identity through the process of building their Iife story. 

-that attending to the learning experience of Christian ministers in their practice 

will advance an understanding of the vocation of ministry. 

-that experiential learning processes inan individual are life-long, and cannot be 

confined to one set period of a person's life. 

3. Limitations of the Research 

This project has explored the nature of the experiential learning processes of 

Christian mizisters which have led to changes in their understanding of thernselves as 

ministers and their understanding of the nature and practice of ministry. The focus was 

on personal leaming processes rather than formal educational training. The exploration 

of penonal learning was not confincd however, to the period of formal ministry, because 

this leaming process was not perceived to be able to be so confined. 

It was clear that the leamings identified, could be attributed solely to the 
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participants in the project. Conclusions could not be generalized other than to suggest 

directions for M e r  exploration. 

It was not intended that this project provide a critique of its theoretical base, The 

study may not be perceived as a study about experiential learning, either to prove or 

disprove its validity, or the validiw of any other of the theoretical bases of the project. 

The project may have helped illuminate however, the extent to which the theoretical 

framework was usefùl for interpreting the experience of participants. 

~ e n t r a l l ~ ,  the project has explored how and what expenential learning processes 

have impacted the vocationai self-understanding of a small group of ministers, and their 

understanding of the nature and practice of ministry. 

4. Ethicaï Issues 

The project posed specific ethical issues which needed to be addressed. The f i s t  

major one was that of preserving confidentiality. A discussion about confidentiality was 

conducted with each client before the beginning of the interview process. Each was 

asked to sign a consent form acknowledging their consent to participate in the project, 

describing an appropriate Ievel of confidentiality, and providing for an ongoing review 

during the conduct of the project, of these issues. 

The specific problem of anonymity was also addressed. It was acknowledged that 

while anonymity could not be guaranteed, it would be protected as strongly as possible 

through the auspices of the project; that is to Say, the only repositories of the identities of 

the participants were the researcher and his immediate supervisor. 
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The risks associated with participation in the project were discussed with 

participants, in M l  recobonition that others rnight surmise the identity of the participant 

upon reading the project report. Recognizing that participant narratives have referred to 

other persons and institutions it has been noted in the text that the narratives upon which 

the project is built are entirely the reports of the subjective perceptions of each 

participant. They have not been intended to meet any critena of verisimilitude other than 

fkithfülness to the participant's own understanding. 

5. Trustworthiness 

The issues of "reliability" and ccv~di ty 'y  posed dserent questions for qualitative 

research. In quantitative research these are the methods used to constrain bias and 

promote objectivity. While these issues are viewed dinerently in qualitative research, the 

fundamental issue of the 'tnistworthiness' of the project is stitl an important 

component. lg9 

To promote tiustworthiness in this project, it was determined to include an 

appropriate variety in the small sample, thus ensuring a certain range of variety in 

experience in pastoral rninistry. This variety was identified according to gender and 

denominational attac hrnent . 

The most important factor promoting trustworthiness was the methodo log y used 

in in te~ewing  and obtaining M e r  idormation fiom the participants. The researcher 

199 Larry VandeCreek, Hilary E. Bender and Merle R Jordan, Research in Pastoral 
Care and Co unseling: Quantitative and Qualitative Approaches (Journal of Pastoral 
Care Publications Inc., 1994.) 44. 
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made every effort during the interview '%onversation" to check interpretation and to 

question appropriately, in order to assist the participant to explain himherseif as 

completely as possible. The "two week criticai reflection" was a significant effort to 

obtain information directIy fiom the participant without researcher intrusion other than 

the nature of the "guide" itself. The second interview with each participant was based on 

input provided in the refleciion. 

Participants were consdted reguiarly about the accuracy of information and the 

appropriateness of the interpretation presented. n i e  tnistwoahiness of the project relies 

upon the process used to obtain information fiom each participant. Each interview was 

tape-recorded and transcribed. Tapes and transcriptions have remained in the possession 

of the researcher. 

The project relies, nevertheless, upon the "sàared story" process described by 

Mishler. There remains the significant impact of the researcher in structuring the project, 

in his participation in the eliciting of meaning through interviewing, and in his 

development and interpretation of learning themes and conclusions throughout the 

remainder of the thesis. 

6. The Research Question 

We have noted earlier, that the research question for this project has been "What 

have been the experiential learning processes which have led to changes in the way some 

ministers have understood Christian ministry?" It has been suggested that this question 

has two components which may or may not be distinguishable in practice: the way in 
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which these experiential learning processes have led to changes in the self-understanding 

of the minister, andor how they have led to changes in the rninister's own understanding 

of the practice and nature of mïnistry. 

Subsidiary questions may also have been addressed in the exploration of the 

primary question. These may have included: 

How useful is the expenential learning theory to understanding or illuminating 

experience in rninistry? 

Do the experiential learning processes of ministers contribute in some way to a 

greater knowledge of the nature of experiential learning? 

What kinds of experience in ninistry have been most conducive to the 

expenential learning process? 

How has experiential learning in ministry related to this learning process 

throughout the minister's life? 

Can the expenential Ieaniing processes of one participant be compared in any 

meaningful way, to the experiential leaniing processes of another participant? 

Does an examination of the expenential leaming processes of rniaisters contribute 

in some way to a better understanding of the meaning of the vocation? 

These questions will inform the concluding discussions of the project. 

7. The Process of the Research 

The process established to respond to the research question was first, to determine 

the theoretical context and lirnits of the project. The primary theoretical areas addressed 
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for the purposes of the project were: experiential and transfomative leaming, meaning 

m a k g  in human expenence, narrative as the stmcture for understanding human 

experience and of the self, and fmally autobiographical construction and change Ui human 

experience. These theoretical bases were drawn &om the disciplines prim&ly of 

psychology and adult education. For the theological perspective on the project reflections 

were drawn fiom areas of study in Christian education, narrative theology and a theology 

of biography. 

The methodology for the project was developed and described on the ba i s  of its 

qualitative character of the research question. Frorn a research point of view, the research 

question did not include the proof of a particular hypothesis. The purpose of the project 

was to explore a particular phenomenon, the experience of ministers using a particular 

h e w o r k ,  experientiai learning, to identfi how and what had been learned. An 

underlying question and dynamic in the project was the extent to which it was shown how 

the constmcts of experiential l e d g  may or may not have illumined the experience of 

the ministers, and alternatively, how the expenence of the ministers may or may not have 

illumined the constmcts of experiential learnïng, 

The selection of participants, strategies for data collection and interviews and data 

analysis were conducted on the basis of procedures indicated by the research 

rnethodology as ou thed  below. 

Conclusions of the project included interpretation of how the results of the 

interviews enabled both a better understanding of the experiential learning processes of 

ministers, the impact of that Iearning on their own self-understanding as ministers, 
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changes in their understanding of the practice and nature of ministry, and h a l I y  

reflection on how the experience of ministers illumined an understanding of the nature of 

experiential leamlng. 

8. Selection of Participants 

The qualitative research model required that those participating in the project 

meet the criteria for participation in the project. The criteria identified for participation 

were: 

1. Persons who had been ordained or participated in the practice of ministry for a 

significant period of tirne. Participants must have been able to express cornmitment to 

continuing in the vocation for the foreseeable fùture. 

2. Ministers whose primary form of ministry was pastoral or congregational; this 

provided some element of cornrnonaiity in the practice of ministry among participants. It 

also was assumed, as a cornrnonly held notion about the structure of Christian rninistry, 

that pastoral ministry remains a central mode1 for the practice of that rninistry. 

3. Ministers, who self-identified and were able to report that they had undergone 

experience in their mlliistry which had, in some way, changed their own self- 

understanding andor their understanding of their ministry. 

4. Ministers who, in their own opinion, or in the opinion of key referees, had 

developed a reflective view of their experience, and were willing to share their reflections 

openly with the researcher. 

5. Ministers who indicated a willingness to provide the time and work necessary 
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to contribute hlly to the project. 

In searching for appropriate participants the researcher also identified other 

general criteria. Because of the significant growth of the number of women in ministry it 

was decided to attempt to maintain a balance in gender for the sarnple. For the purposes 

of broadening the range of experience in pastoral ministry it was decided to include a 

range of denominational attachment. These two criteria were intended to provide a range 

of experience to allow for some reflection on differentiation and cornparison. 

A process of networking was used to find appropriate participants. Contacts were 

made with a variety of referees to help in the identification of potential participants. 

These included colleagues both in an out of ministry, the project supervisor, continuing 

education leaders within denominations and at two theological schools, and suggestions 

from proposed participants who were unable, for various reasons, to participate. A letter 

explaining the purpose of the project was sent to some referees in order to guide their 

thoughts about appropriate participants. (APPENDM ONE) Approximateiy twenty 

persons were contacted to request their participation. A letter was sent to potential 

participants to explain the project and the nature of th& participation. (APPENDM 

TWO) Follow-up was completed by telephone with six individuals agreeing to 

participate in the project. 

The participant group was originally compnsed of six individuals. One withdrew 

late in the implementation of the project because of perceived identification issues. The 

participant group represented in the final study was composed of three men and two 

women. Al1 were in their 40's or 50's. Two were members of the United Church, one 
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Anglican, one Catholic and one Baptist. All had attained at least £ifleen years experience 

in pastoral ministry, and together comprised approximately one hundred and six years of 

service. 

9. Interview Process and Data Collection 

The interview process was based upon the methodology ou thed  earlier by 

Mishler, with a focus on the eliciting of the participant's story or narrative in a non 

intrusive way. Questioning by the researcher focussed on exploring the particular 

rneaning which the participant gave to their experience, and the way in which the 

participant related the various episodes or periods of their life experience. In keeping with 

this understanding of the nature of the interview, we may describe it as unstructured and 

conversational in swle. The pnmary form of questioning was to ask at critical junctures, 

how the participant understood their experience, and what they learned fiom it about 

themselves and their rninistry. 

The interview process with the six original participants was conducted over a 

three month period. This process included at least two in-depth interviews and the 

completion between interviews of a written critical reflection. 

Each participant was contacted for an initial interview. At the beginning of the 

interview, discussion took place to explain the project further, to respond to questions or 

concems, and to obtain final agreement of participation. Issues of confidentiality were 

aIso discussed and addressed, and the form for participant confidentidity was signed. 

(APPENDIX THREE) Participants were then invited to talk discursively about their life 
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experience and experience in ministry keeping in mind the basic purpose of the project, to 

identie what and how they learned through their experience. With permission from each 

participant, this portion of the interview was taped. 

At the end of the frs t  interview the researcher introduced the Guide to a Two 

Week Critical Reflection (AE'PENDIX FOUR) which provided a process for the 

participant to record in writing, a cornprehensive reflection upon their Iife and ministerid 

experience focussing upon their articulation of what and how they learned about 

thernselves and ministry through their life experience. The Guide invited each participant 

to keep in mind a range of ten questions, for each period of their life they were reflecting 

upon. Each participant was asked to record their reflections upon both, a. remembered 

and, b. reflected, sections of the Guide for each period of their life identified as: 1. Early 

Life Experience; 2. Youth; 3. Post-High School, Pre-Theological; 4. TheoIogical Training 

Experience; and, 5. Experience in Pastoral Ministry. 

Mer each participant had completed their written reflection the researcher 

reviewed both the initial tape and the written reflection. Based on these sources the 

researcher identified events, experiences and themes to be expbxed in-depth in a second 

interview. This second set of interviews was completed and in the case of three 

participants, because the interview exploration was not sufficient, the second interview 

was extended into a third. AIL interviews were taped and transcribed for the purposes of 

the research. 
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10. Data Anaiysis 

Using the transcribed materials of the interviews, and the reports of critical 

reflection provided by each participant, the researcher began a process of the review of 

materials, construction of participant profiles and interpretation of the reported 

experientid learning. In consultation with the participant, specific efforts were made to 

ensure official confidentiality particularly through assigned names. At the same time the 

researcher wished to retain the narrative quality of the reports, and included these profiles 

within the structure of the shidy. The profiles, as much as possible, were composed with 

the direct speech of the participant. Each profile was headed with a short statement of 

years of ministerial experience, marital status, and approximate age. This was followed 

by the narrative organized in each case according to: a. Early Life Experience; b. Young 

Adult Life Experience; and, c. Experience in Ministry. The profile concluded with an 

anaiysis of the "learning~'~ reported by the participants. In this latter section of the 

profile, the researcher reviewed again, the transcripts, and based on these, identified in 

title and description the areas of learning which seemed to be most evident in the 

material. This process involved the careh1 identification of leaming themes through 

review of participant reports, and the clustering of these themes into specific descriptions 

using the actual reportage of participants to name and ident- the particular leaming and 

experience which supporteci it. The completed profile was then shared in its entirety with 

each participant to veri@ the accuracy of the profile, and to obtain agreement with the 

summarized l e d n g  descriptions. Each participant was invited to suggest changes in 

text, and to alter interpretations with which they were uncornfortable. It was at this 
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juncture that one participant withdrew fiom the project primarily fiom fear of 

identification and exposure. This decision of the participant was accepted without 

question by the researcher. 

At this stage in the analysis the researcher reviewed the learning and leaming 

categories as identified by participants and grouped these according to learning themes 

which were reported across al1 six participants. It was recognized that th is  clustering was 

an interpretive work of the researcher, and that each participant would have reIated to the 

identified learning theme through their own history and context. For this reason the 

learning themes contained reports of experience fiom each participant- 

Although the explication of the various learnings involved full description of the 

learning process experienced by each participant, participants often referred to this 

process as one of discarding older understandings. The researcher felt it was important to 

address the way in which this learning process was also, for participants, a process of 

"unlearning". Udearning was meant as a process whereby formerly held assumptions 

and perspectives were identified as inadequate to explain current experience, and were 

substantially changed or replaced. 

The last section of analysis of the data itself was to identiQ and group the kinds 

and nature of experiences which participants reported had resulted in learning. The 

emphasis here was on the "how" rather than the ccwhat" of the learning process. 

The concluding area of investigation in the project was to relate and interpret the 

learnings and leaming processes reported by the participants in light of the theoretical 

framework of experiential leaming and theological perspective as outlined in the study. 
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A final chapter has provided a response to the research question and 

recommendations for m e r  exploration. 



CHAPTER V 

REPORT OF PARTICIPANT NARRATIVES 

A. Introduction 

This chapter comprises a summary report of the narratives presented to the 

researcher by each of five final participants. These reports are structured in two parts, the 

Participant Profüe and the Leaming. The profiles represent the information 

cornmunicated to the researcher, while the learning is a distillation of the profile with 

respect to identified specific learning themes. 

The profile is organized in three parts, early life experience, early adult 

experience, and ministerial experience. The learning section is stnictured according to 

identified leamuig themes and the information fkom the participant narrative which 

specificdly supports the learning theme. 

Al1 names used in these reports have been disguised. However, since the project 

depends centraily on the narratives provided by participants, anonyrnity has not been 

guaranteed. 

Al1 reporting of narratives represents the comments and opinion of the participant. 

In this sense, it must be acknowledged that the information provided is not intended to be 

evaluated for accuracy, facticiq, or validity. It is entirely the perception of the 

participant. It is that perception which is germane to the nature of the project, to discover 

how each participant has understood hisiher experience, and what they have learned fiorn 



it. 

One 1 s t  point to be made is that these reports were constnicted by the researcher 

with every effort to be faithful to the narratives provided by the participants. It must be 

acknowledged that in developing these reports, the researcher has afTected the narratives 

by the very act of stnicturing them. 

B. Report of Participant Narratives: Profiles and Leamines 

1. Doreen 

Ministry: Peace, at the Centre of the Whirlwind 

Doreen has had approxirnately fifteen years experience in pastoral rninistry. She is 

in her early m e s ,  married, with two young adult children. 

A. PROFILE 

1. Early Life Experience 

Doreen describes her early life experience as very church oriented. Her father 

accepted a cal1 to m i n i s t r y  when Doreen was Young, and the church became a second 

home. "Church was the place I went, when 1 wasn't home." She reflects on this reality 

of her early life expenence in the following comment. "It was not peculiar that I 

eventually ended up in sninistry because the church was such a powerful influence in my 

life." 

As a child, Doreenys health was not good, affecting her early experience in 
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school, and isoIating her somewhat fiom fkiends. "1 was il1 a lot of the time and couldn't 

overextend myself. 1 didn't enjoy school for the first two or three years, because 1 had 

been very protected at home because of my illness." This illness was one of the more 

persona1 challenges in Doreen's life, the overcoming of which played a part in Doreen's 

later perception of herself, fiilfilling a vocation of service. 

One of the main influences in her home was the presence of her grandmother, 

who often cared for her while her parents were busy in their work. During her years as a 

youth, her grandmother had a significant impact on Doreen's spiritual life. They often 

said prayers and read Scripture together. She was Doreen's ccclosest confidante." Doreen 

attributes this relationship with her grandmother as enabling her to look beyond her 

health problerns, to strive to "live life to the fullest." 

Other than the impact of illness and these earlier difficulties adjusting in school, 

Doreen describes a very vibrant social involvement with youth organizations both in and 

out side the Church. Through the church, she en. oyed many involvements including 

sports, youth groups, other social activities, and in many of these, she took leadership 

roles. This strong involvement continued into her university years where she shone in 

sports and continued to take leadership responsibilities in regionai church-related youth 

activities. 

During her most formative years, Doreen's father had a great influence on her, as 

he practiced his rninistry. It was a very positive influence. She developed a strong 

respect for her father, and she felt encouraged towards the envisioning of her own 

possibilities. But the modeling was also conflictual. She descnbes her father as a kind of 
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"take charge" rninister who was well-liked, but also quite conscious of the authority of 

his position. He seemed to Doreen in retrospect to focus more on the preaching, teaching 

rofe than on the relational hc t ions  of ministry. In later years, he seemed to her to 

develop a cynicism about people, which Doreen found dificult to accept. "When I saw 

that cynicism, 1 didn't want it to become part of who 1 was." Part of Doreen's own story 

were her efforts in her own rninistry to manage this issue of cccynicism," the recognition 

of human failure in the church. 

Doreen sees her early life as having prepared her for and directed her to, the 

vocation of ministry. "It was as  though my whole life up to this point had been an 

apprenticeship for ministry." The church community, as an intirnate part of Doreen's 

early life experience, provided her with high values and ideals about the nature of 

Christian life and practice. This impact was al1 the more significant because of her 

feelings of isolation in school due to her illness. Later, there were more problems in 

school because of the impact on her of rivalry between the majority Catholic and minority 

Protestant expressions of faith practiced in the small maritime conununity in which she 

lived. She attributes her own eagemess to "be seen as an open-minded minister" and an 

ecumenically oriented clergy person as stemrning in part fiom these early difficulties in 

feeling accepted in the community, as the daughter of the Protestant minister. 

2. Young Adult Life Experience 

Originally, Doreen considered teaching as her career direction, completing a 

degree in education. She taught in a variety of communities, as both a full time and 
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programs and activities, working at a Christian centre and carrying out a variety of part- 

time positions in churches. 

During this early career period, the most significant event was her courtship and 

marriage to her husband of twenty-six years. She attributes much to this relationship. 

He made a great deai of difference in the direction my life took and has been a 
great source of strength for me when the goïng got rough. He was always 
supportive and encouraging of my desire to go into ministry. 1 strongly doubt that 
1 would have done so well in d s t r y ,  or even been able to go into ministry, 
without his support. 

Aiso at this time, Doreen underwent a major and difficult operation to correct the 

problems of her childhood illness. 

It was a massive injury to rny body to have the operation and recuperation was 
very painful and difficdt. There were complications which were worrying, but 
within six months 1 was feeling like a new person. 1 remember feeling that God 
had been very good to me and that 1 must have lived this long because God had 
something pIanned for me. 

During the next few years, Doreen began to consider ministry as a vocation for 

herself. Thoughts about going into rninistry were difficult. The incidence of women 

going into ministry was still small, and, for Doreen, the impact of minisby within the 

dual career family was a major uncertainty. The decision was not easy, and she doubted 

herseIf. In the end, Doreen said, "1 turned the whole thing over to God in prayer, and 

once 1 made the decision to Ieave it to God, everything began to lead me toward 

ministry." 

Doreen now began to explore theological education by taking courses at the 

regional semuiary. She reports, "1 felt a renewed spirihial yearning to do more with my 
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life. 1 wrestled with this feeling for about a year and then made the final decision to 

becorne an ordained rninister." M e r  having completed attending the seminary full time, 

Doreen said it was fier field placement which was most confkming of hm cd1. She notes 

that the years in theobgicai study were not easy because she waç aiso a full time wife and 

mother. She d s o  notes that theological training was not the same challenge to her as it 

may have been for younger candidates, since she had had signrfrcant experience aiready 

in areas of church leadership, not Ieast being raised in a clergy person's family. In a 

summary reflection, Doreen concluded that, "My understanding of ministry did not come 

fiom my theological training. It came fiom the main people who iduenced me, my 

M e r ,  and a few other rninisters whom 1 grew particularly, to admire." After graduation, 

Doreen took up work in a rural four point charge. 

Doreen's choice about ministry at this time immediately raised the issue of  being 

a woman in rninistry. While few had chosen the vocation by this tirne, many more 

women were to be drawn to ministry in the years to come. Ministry, for Doreen, was 

more a statement of her own confidence in her calling, than a statement about "women 

and ordination." Others, however, saw her as "pioneering" in this respect. 

In the period prior to her ordination, Doreen endured the personal tragedy of the 

death of her second child. "1 gave birth to o u  second child, a little boy we named 

Shawn, whom we immediately learned was born with only one half of a heart. He was 

taken to the hospital where doctors did all they could to Save his life, but he was weak 

and died afier four days." This was a devastation to her and her husband. She says, 

Our strong faith helped us get through this, as well as the prayers and support of 
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put m y  tmst in God even more. 1 learned fÏom this loss, how to be much more 
empathic with people who had suffered loss, and 1 emerged stronger as a penon. 

When a newborn child arrived a year later, Doreen "felt blessed by God, and even more 

ready for ministry." 

3. Experience in Ministry 

Doreen reports that her first years in pastoral nrinistry were very positive. She 

learned to Say "no," to make room for her family, and to balance the requirements of 

family and dual career. After three years, she accepted a cal1 as an associate minister to 

an urban congregation. 

This ministry turned out to be the most significant, and the most trying of her total 

pastoral experience. Her fïrst year was highly productive, as she developed a very 

positive working relationship and fi-iendship with the senior minister. In the course of her 

many responsibilities, she established a Bible Study group which has continued to this 

day and which served as "a great support to me over the years," particularly through the 

early crisis in this congregation. 

The crisis which she faced was the impact on this congregation of the decision of 

the denomination to permit the ordination of practicing homosexual persons. This 

decision created great dissension in the ranks of the congregation with the majonty 

opposing the decision of the denomination. Shortly thereafter, probably as a result of the 

dissension, the senior minister resigned to accept another d l .  Doreen was left alone to 

handle the problem. "Ail of this resulted in much pain at this church, not oniy for the 
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Doreen reports that initially she attempted simply to be a mouthpiece for the 

official church stance, but with the developing strains in the congregation, she realized 

she had to corne to grips with her own personal beliefs. "1 becarne much more intentional 

about studying and reading al1 1 could on the issue, as well as spending a great deal of 

time thinking about what the Bible had to Say about justice, and praying for direction." 

For eighteen difficdt months, Doreen attempted to deal with congregational 

fi-actiousness- There were a number of well attended congregational meetings. "These 

meetings were terrible experiences. People stood up and yeZled at each other. People 

stomped out. The behaviours were irrational." As Doreen came to the realization that her 

own understanding differed fiom the majority in the congregation, she decided that she 

should best focus on bridge-building between the two opposing groups. She attempted to 

bring the two groups together. This resdted in "the worst meeting of my Iife. They were 

Zike loaded guns aimed at one another. Most people left crying." The issue died d o m  

for a tirne. Several families had left the church and more continued to leave, Further 

dissension developed over the issue of whether the congregation should associate with a 

dissenting church organization. At this point the congregation took a definite and strong 

stance against the denomination. It also made a decision to oppose, in a very persona1 

way, Doreen's belief that the two groups could CO-exist in the sarne congregation. Withui 

a short time, the congregation called a new senior minister who, it seerned, supported the 

congregation. Doreen was no longer centre stage. 

Throughout the ordeal, Doreen experienced a strong sense of isolation. Not only 
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was she alone in trying to "build bridges," but she perceived a singular lack of support 

frorn higher levels in the denominatioo. She had the feeling that, "The church that you 

are seMng is not really there for you. You are out on a limb." Doreen also voiced the 

impact of  this experience on herself. 

1 think 1 said the word 'sadness.' 1 felt a terrible sadness, and also, great 
disappointrnent with people. The people seemed to be wearing bhders. I feIt 
great disappointment with the denomination, not because of its stance, but 
because they had given no assistance to ministers to know how to deaI with al1 
this anger. 

Doreen expressed her own sentiment about the impact of this experience on her sense of 

ministry. She said, "1 am more accepting of whatever happens and while sorne days 1 

long for this path in ministry to be over, other days 1 know 1 can stand at the centre of the 

whirlwind, and know peace." 

The advent of the new minister brought a further challenge to Doreen's ministry. 

Within a short time she came to the conclusion that the new minister was not carrying out 

the tasks of his job in a responsible marner. He seemed to want the attention of the 

congregation without the corresponding diligence to duty. She laid a cornplaint to the 

courts of the Church. After initial attempts to resolve issues at a regional level, Doreen 

felt that the congregation would only be hurt by carrying the issue M e r .  She 

discontinued her complaint. This was, for Doreen, a furlher instance of feeling 

unsupported by the denomination, leaving her feeling isolated again. 

Since Ieaving Stoneybrook, Doreen has worked in two pastoral charges, a part- 

time rural ministry and an urban rninistry with a church in transition. She has become 

aware, she reports, of her need to break the "glass ceiiing" for women in ministry and to 
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take on challenging ministerial roles. She has succeeded in these goals. She has ais0 

become more aware of what she offers as a woman in Mnistry. For women in ministry, 

there seems to be a stronger emphasis on the act of caring, a ministry which focusses 

more on heart than head, and a recognition of the suffering element of ministry relative to 

the teaching. She believes fundarnentally that, ccThrough suffering, you grow, you learn, 

you mature." 

A fûrther area of learning for Doreen during the past ten years has been a new 

understanding of the rneaning of "family." She believes, in light of the variety of 

alliances and affiliations persons may have, the word family needs to be broadened Erom 

its traditional definition to include, singIe parents, homosexual unions and perhaps even 

other relationships. Family is now approximating more closely the meaning of 

The word 'comrnunity' may better reflect an understanding of the kinds of 
changes that are happening in the 'family,' and the thinking adjustment required 
for working with f d e s  in congregations. Family, 1 guess, cornes down to 
wherever there are people who care a great deal about each other. In light of these 
kinds of changes, even pastoral work must adapt. 

One of the learnings is the importance of boundaries, how caring is expressed in 

our time, and the sensitivity involved in explonng how to comrnunicate lovingly to 

others. Also sometimes, one person cannot do it all. Doreen believes that if caring is 

going to be expressed fully, more members of the congregational community need to 

take up this calling and to share in this pastoral ministry. Differences between people, 

expectations and commitrnents, values and life-styles, al1 imply a far more complex 

environment of care than in the pst. They require a heightened sensitivity, an intelligent 
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social awareness and a personal strength to be able to concretely express God's care, 

withîn that complexity. 

Doreen reports that her latest pastord responsibility has resulted in certain new 

accents in her ministry. With age, she says, have come both health problems and new 

perspectives on her work. She values more than ever, her family life, her relationship 

with her husband, and the growth and successes of her own children. She has also gained 

distance and perspective in her work. She sees ministry more like a job; not that she 

vdues it less, but that ministry as a vocation no longer commands the totality of her 

commitment and energy. She shares the work of ministry with comxnitments and 

responsibilities to family, fiiends, and important personal pursuits. She has no desire to 

overwork, no temptation to be a workaholic, but she does have a real interest in 

benefitting fiom, and enjoying a more varied and whole existence. She likes taking time 

for herself, as well as for others, and she no longer feels she is stealing t h e  away fiom 

her responsibilities. "1 know that my priorities are changing fiom being entirely of 

service to other people, to trying to think more of my family's needs and my own needs." 

Self-care is a new and treasured responsibility. 

With this distancing has come, for Doreen, a certain renewed commitment to the 

core of pastoral practice, the discipline of listening and counseling, a focus and even "real 

excitement" about teaching in the church and training new rninisterial students for 

pastoral service. She has less patience for the administrative structure of church work. 

Fundamentally, Doreen is searching for revitalization in her ministry. There has 

been, over the years, a tiring and draining aspect of experience. She bernoans, "Maybe 
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the reason l'rn finding myself tiring, is because 1 know that basically, I'm spinning my 

wheels, and far too ofien, doing useless things." She asks for herself, and perhaps for 

others similarly affected, "How do 1 get excited about my work again? What reaily is 

ministry anyway, or is this j ust middle-age talkhg?" There is an almost audible sigh, 

which we detect in Doreen's current feelings about ministry. 

1. Ministry: The Test of the Self: Endurance and Determination 

The first area of leanning for Doreen, was the experience in her ministry handling 

the issue of the ordination of practicing homosexual persons. Ln one surnmary statement 

of her learning, she States, 

I once believed, that in Jesus Chnst and His Church, people were better than 
others and capable of better actions. 1 guess I'd heard my dad gnunble about 
people, but 1 was more apt to think that he was judging the person too harshly, 
than to think the person deserved censoring. However, that ail began to change, 
when I began to see what actual hatred was directed toward gays and lesbians by 
people who believed them to be dangerous and evil and somethùig to be feared. 1 
watched in amazement as a learned psychologist named them as deviants and 
sexual predators. 1 listened to a mother as she cned out in fear for her children 
over these people. 1 was warned by grown men not to defend homosexuals in that 
church nor to speak in anyway favourably toward them. I knew then, that 1 had to 
accept that hatred and prejudice do exist, and that people were making no effort to 
learn anything about those they hated. 

She says of this experience, "Stoneybrook was a wonderfül experience in the 

beginning. That's why it was like a crash into a wall when things went wrong." 

For Doreen, the event and experience around the ordination of homosexuals as 

played out at Stoneybrook, was the event which conveyed the greatest impact on her 
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ministry. Ministry could never be the sarne after this experience. As she says, "First of 

dI, there was the feeling that here 1 was just getting started in rninistry, and wham, I'm 

hit with this. Now, what am 1 going to do?" 

The experience affected Doreen to the core of her being. "1 was not the sarne 

person who had corne to Stoneybrook." It was a defining moment. Interestingly, she 

says that the low point in her rninistry was, "the choice 1 made to Ieave Stoneybrook." 

Not her persona1 pain, but having to discontinue her care of her congregation was what 

hurt her most. This expenence has spoken to her in many ways, and in a continuing way. 

Doreen makes the foilowing observations concerning the affect this experience 

has had on her understanding of self and ministry. 

1 had feelings of temble sadness and great disappointment. 1 had feelings of guilt 
because 1 feh 1 had let down those who were forced to leave. 1 had feelings of 
anger which flowed in many directions; feelings of anger towards the 
denomination for failing to support, anger at Stoneybrook for the failure to care, 
and anger at myself for not speaking up sooner. 1 became Less tnisting of people 
and less trusting of the church. 

These feelings brought Doreen face to face with her own vulnerability. 

Doreen discovered through the expenence that if she were to survive in ministry, 

she had to rely on herself. She had to know who she was and what she stood for. "1 had 

to know who 1 was and where 1 wanted to be going in ministry-" Interestingly enougii, 

she says she learned these things through the methods taught her by her grandmother, 

through quiet meditation, Bible reading, prayer, and study. For Doreen, the experience 

was one of suffering. She reflected back on the mode1 of strengthening provided by her 

grandmother who dso had sae red .  Her grandmother had been a single mother in a time 
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where this was fiowned upon, and she suffered a leg injury which ieft her in constant 

pain, but she never complained. Doreen relied on the mode1 set by her grandmother to 

sustain herself. 

In reflection, Doreen noted how this learning about the breaking of trust was at 

the same time, an edarging of her awareness and a stren-athening of her ability. She says, 

with respect to human perfidiousness, "1 faced it in myself and 1 faced it in other people. 

I can see in myself a much improved ability to handle difficult situations because of that 

experience-" It was a harsh and unforgiving learning. It threw Doreen back on herseIf, 

where she had to draw on her own resources and renew her trust in herser. For her, it 

was a matter of endurance, but the endurance issued in a strong, personal determination. 

This, for Doreen, was the belief that, "1 could go forward despite what 1 had seen." It was 

a gritty determination of faith, that "This couldn't be al], and that somehow God was in 

this mix." Doreen says that it was this determination of faith which made her stronger. It 

strengthened ber with a power she feels still, eight years later. 

2. Ministry: Beyond the Ideal 

The experience at Stoneybrook affècted Doreen's model of faith and the faith 

community, developed in her early years. "1 was growing up in this wonderful 

environment with wonderful leadership and people who seemed to be so generous and 

kind ail the way through. 1 was too idealistic." 

For Doreea, the faith was associated with the strength of caring relationships, She 

had also developed a fùndamental model of ministry based on a "relational" concept of 
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faith, in part, as a balance to her father's expression of ministry. With tirne, her fàther 

had become increasingly cynical about people and cornmunicated less about the loving 

themes in Christian faith. "Ministry," Doreen says, "is touchuig people not just giving 

them something out of your wisdom." 

Doreen committed herself to a different style. 

1 wanted my ministry to be one that gets close to people. They need to know 1 
care about them and that 1 want to listen to what they have to Say. In Listening, 1 
c m  give something back because 1 have Iistened. I like the word 'bridge.' I 
wanted to be a bridge or to help the person to make that bridge between 
themselves and God. 

The Stoneybrook experience acted as a shock to Doreen's original mode1 of 

rninistry, built upon an emphasis on the caring relationship and ccbridge-building." 

"For me, ministry is a giving of the Spirit. 1 want to be open to the experience of 

the Spirit, in order, hopefully, to become a bridge for others to experience the power of 

the Spirit." 

It was the bridge-building mode1 which provided Doreen with a learned response 

to the crisis of Stoneybrook, the response to leave. "It was a choice I made to leave. 

Because 1 loved the church so much, 1 did not want to hurt it and the people. 1 couldn't 

hurt that Church and cause a split. Leaving was a low point. It was bard to go." 

The experience at Stoneybrook was reveaiing to Doreen. She talks about how it 

took the "rose-coloured glasses" off ministry. She became realistic about herself, people 

and the Church. "It was at Stoneybrook that I first experienced what I really called 

prejudice and hatred toward a group of people." But out of this experience and growing 

awareness of the darker side of people, including Christians, Doreen "learned to be v e q  
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sure of what I believed before speaking. I leamed that people can be irrational and 

unreasonable when they're diaid. 1 leamed that education doesn't necessarily make 

people more open." On the other side, Doreen, 

began to trust myself more, to trust that after 1 had prayed and thought about 
something for a while, 1 codd rnake good decisions and hold my o m .  Al1 of this 
has Ied me to try to see people as they really are and to try to get to know more 
about them. In doing so, 1 c m  better understand what makes them act and think 
they way they do. 

The experience did not destroy Doreen's view of ministry, but grounded it on a 

more realistic perspective about the motivations, needs and fears of persons. Interestingly 

enough, she can begin to see connections with her father's expenence of muiistry, a view 

of Chnstians which does not hide fiom the darker side of humanity, yet at the sarne time 

encouraging transformation. Ministry is still a "givingl" a relational caring involvement 

with persons, but now, those persons are no longer the primary source of confirmation 

and fulfillment. Ministry is no longer the sole source of personal fulfillrnent. For 

Doreen, ministry became nomalized. It became one of several sources of furfillment. 

There is a turning to the family for deeper fulfillment. Doreen reported that interestingly, 

this leaming herdded a revaluing of her mother's lifestyle, the homemaker, as she 

herself, renewed her cornmitment to her family, the sources of loving support and hope. 

In conclusion, "1 think I'm a better rninister for having gone through the 

experience. I've developed a sense of humour about people and issues, and myself as 

well. I have less tolerance for hostility and foolishness in the church." 

Doreen, through this experience, explored and renewed her own inner strength, 

and at the same time, in her strength and determination, experienced a renewed sense of 
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her own leadership and power in ministry. 

3. Ministry: a Supported and Shared Vocation 

Doreen Iearned the importance of a supported ministry through her experience in 

Stoneybrook. A supported ministry is also a concept that builds on her 'relational' 

understanding of ministry . 

The first issue of the importance of support in ministry was the roIe her rnarriage 

played in her life choice. Doreen's husband provided a high level of emotional suppoa 

to Doreen as she made her decision to enter ministry and as a daily support throughout 

her ministry. Because of this support she was able to balance family responsibilities with 

full cognizance of the variability of her pastoral duties. 

Throughout the crisis at Stoneybrook, Doreen felt both isolated and betrayed. She 

notes, "Other than my husband, it seemed no one was there for me when 1 needed it." 

She experienced disillusionment. Doreen relates this to Jesus' experience of his disciples 

not understanding His road to the cross. They experienced disilhsionment with Him, but 

He loved them nevertheless. "Despite my own disillusionment, 1 was still determined to 

maintain a loving attitude no rnatter what happened." This isolation moved Doreen to 

embrace more directly, a "supported" concept of ministry. 

Ministers tend to be lone rangers, and you can't do ministry as a lone ranger. I 
don't think 1 couId have done ministry without knowing that there was someone 
there who strongly loved me and was helping to keep for me an environment of 
love. Jesus vex-y much needed the disciples. He needed that support. You can't 
do ministry without somewhere having a strong support. 

When she was going through the experience in Stoneybrook, she received needed support 
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frorn her husband. She also received caring support fiom a colleague in chaplaincy. "1 

cried on her shoulder." Lastly, it was the support of the Bible Study group at 

Stoneybrook which helped carry her through her darkest moments in that church. This 

group becarne more than a study group, it was a deep caring, source of Christian 

fnendship which remained a source of suppoa for many years. Ministry, Doreen has 

Iearned, rnust be a supported vocation. For her it cannot be done in isolated 

independence. 

This understanding of a supported ministry includes Doreen's belief that minisûy 

must be a shared activity. "1 cannot do the healing always myself. 1 have to rely on the 

assistance of others." With the complexity of need in congregations and with the 

recognition of her own needs for personal strengthening, Doreen came to believe strongly 

in a supported rninistry where others are partners in the vocation and where Doreen could 

focus more on the duties of pastoral care. A supported ministry is the muiistry which has 

allowed Doreen to remove herself fiom the centre where she grew tired of  the "constant 

drain," and to look "for wisdom in places where 1 never used to look; in older people, in 

children, in fiendship and family, in myself, and in sirnply being." For Doreen this 

supported ministry is a ministry which balances, distributes and de-centres the role, so 

that there is time and energy for the real mission of caring and love. 

4. Ministry : A Test of Integrity and Love 

Doreen experienced Stoneybrook as a test of integrity. With respect to the 

ordination issue, she says she tried to "speak the party line" because that was what was 



expected. In that was a certain protection. 

That took its toll on me, and eventually forced me to realize that 1 had to corne to 
grips with what 1 actually believed. 1 became rnuch more intentional about 
studying and reading al1 1 could on the issue, turning to the Bible for direction. 
After several months, 1 felt confident enough in my own beliefs to speak for 
myseif. 1 began to try to listen more intently to each side's concerns and to let 
people know that 1 could accept ordination for openiy gay persons. Tt meant 1 had 
to face the wrath of many fearful and prejudiced people, but it also meant 1 was at 
least speaking my own tnith. 

This tragic experience in this church was an occasion of Doreen's Iearning to speak her 

own mth. 

The second major difficulty for Doreen at Stoneybrook was her experience with 

the newly appointed senior rninister at Stoneybrook where she learned about both the cost 

of care and the cost of integrity. In the end, she felt she could not allow the conflict 

between herself and the other e s t e r  to be the cause for splitting the church. The 

experience itself was devasbting for her: "1 felt crushed under the weight of falsehood, 1 

felt crushed under the weight of people who betrayed me." But she felt to carry this issue 

M e r ,  "was not going to accomplish mything. It would hurt the church, and the last 

thing 1 wanted to do was hurt this church." 

From the experience, Doreen reflected on her leamhg about "being faithful to 

what you have always believed, being faithful to yourself, and Iearning the knowledge 

that suffering will not let you down. You will endure." These two experiences at 

Stoneybrook, for Doreen, were sources for the developrnent of personal strength, for 

renewed recognition in what she believed and where she stood, and the meaning and cost 

of both care and integrity. 
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The expenence also raised the question for Doreen, of how to love. 

1 have discovered that people are not so easy to love. The question becomes, 
"How do you love people who are difficult to love, including yourself?" 1 am 
beginning to understand more about what Jesus wanted of those who followed 
Him. He didn't want them to look at people and see only their fadts and sins. He 
wanted his followers to love them despite who and what they were. 

Experience in ministry has brought Doreen to a deeper understanding of the 

mystery of the human heart She moved through her feelings of betrayal, to explore out 

of her own experience, a core adrnonition of the Christian faith, to love the unlovable. A 

c'rose-coloured" drearn gave way to a dark, sobering reality where the deeper challenge of 

faith was met. "My faith has been stretched and challenged in many ways, but it is still 

strong and tmsting." 

5. Ministry: the Recognition of Complexity and Diversity 

In the last few years, Doreen has focussed ministry on church-in-transition. She 

works with a changing congregation ministering to a changing urban environment. She 

reports that her greatest concem in rninistry now is, "How do I help?" She immediately 

stops to reassess that the "I" should be "we." With the tremendous diversity within 

congregations today, it cannot be assurned that one voice, namely the pastor's voice, can 

reach every individual. Some are white, some black, some gay, some lesbian, some 

single parents, some are on the Street, some are poor, some well-off. "How," Doreen 

asks, "how do we draw (comect with) each other? What is preaching in the midst of this 

diversity?" 

Doreen uses an example to illustrate how this diversity can lead to other issues 
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which require careful consideration. A lesbia. member of a congregation look to the 

female pastor for support and affirmation but the support which is requested strays over 

into an expression of the communicant's needs for affection. In this complexity, fine 

issues of boundarïes are raised, as well as issues of the particdar quality and sensitivity of 

care. What one might like to offer, in terms of care, may well depend quite specificdly, 

on how it is received and interpreted. In a diverse congregational community, these 

sensitivities multiply and sometimes require unique responses. 

These responses may also require a broader range of resources than those the 

pastor possesses. It is not that pastoral care has been oblivious to these complexities. 

Rather, Doreen believes, the diversity and the speed of change in the complexion of  

congregations has required, more than ever, a high level of cultural awareness. 

This complexity, as Doreen understands it, has required a broadening of the 

concept of family. Not only does this apply to the variety of cornrnitted relationships 

within congregations, but it also applies to congregations themselves. Says Doreen, 

"Families are not what they used to be. 1 am very carefd about using the word 'family'. 

1 use the word 'cornmunity' more often than 'family'." The church descnbed as a 

complex and diverse community is a more embracing designation. 

Doreen notes M e r  that this ministry in complexity and diversity dso affects the 

act of preaching. "Story," she believes, is a more direct and culturally attuned 

communication. Preaching can benefit from a retum to narrative, as a form which 

the heart" more directly than other traditional styles. Story begins with the 

actual experience of persons, allowing for tme contact with individuals. based on the 
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concreteness of their own expenence- She believes that preaching, to be effective, must 

address the condition of the hearer. If the condition of the hearer is misunderstood, 

preaching will fail. More than ever, the pastor rnust preach out of the specifics, 

particularities and diversities of each personal circumstance. Knowledge and awareness 

of each member of the congregatioo must be the starting point for the act of proclamation. 

6. Ministry: A Lifelong Integration 

In conclusion we comment upon the lifelong influences and themes which 

affècted Doreen in her rninistry. Already rnentioned, has been the conflicted impact of 

her father's style of rninistry. At the mature end of her ministry Doreen too faced issues 

of disiIlusionment, anger, and the loss of ideals. These experiences challenged her beliefs 

about ministry, focussing on care of persons, giving of Spirit, and building of bridges. 

This model was a lifelong inspiration and cornmitment towards an understanding of 

Christian ministry. This Iife conversation around the nature of ministry was at the centre 

of her experience at Stoneybrook. One of the spiritual learnings which resulted was not 

really an integration of her father's model of rninistry and her own, but a renewed 

appreciation of his struggle. Doreen's own mode1 of ministry remained a primary 

cornmitment on her part. Her experiences in min is t ry  presented a growth and 

development of that model, a maturing and deepening of the conzmitrnent, through a 

wisdom bom of pain and personal uprooting. 

Through her experience, Doreen made a rediscovery of the strengths of her 

mother's homemaking role or calling. On the other side of Stoneybrook, Doreen has 
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sought solace and strength fiom more primary sources of fulfillrnent, through 

cornmitment to those who care deeply for her, her husband and her family. These 

commitrnents can be demeaned in a driven society, but for Doreen they are now central 

wells of being. 

In tems of Iifelong learning too, it was her grandmother who taught her the kind 

of spirituality which faced suffering, a spirituality which held Doreen in good stead 

during her darkest hours. 

Lasîly, Doreen experienced the tested learning, of the highest values and ideds 

she embraced early in her upbruiging and her socialization witbui the church cornmunity. 

The values of honesty, integrity, and standing for ethical behaviour; these, she leanied 

through her primary experience in the Church, and these are the ideals she fought for, at 

great personal cost, through her pastoral experience. These were values and ideais she 

never abandoned, though they contributed to the thread of suffering throughout her 

vocational life. 

2. Rufus 

Ministry: A Journey Beyond Anger 

Rufus is in his early 401s, hm been ordained for approximately seventeen years, is 

marilied and the father of two children. 

A. PROFILE 

1. Early Life Experience 

Rufus was born in Atlantic Canada, the second of four children, the frrst two 
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about seven years ahead of the third and fouah. The family lived in a mal, religiously 

traditional cornrnunity . 

A particular recollection is of the family stmggling financially when his father 

Iost his job. Rufus was eight or nine years of age. This was a significantly a&ous time 

he recollects, to having made him sensitive to feelings of insecurity and anxiety in 

homelife. Rufus recalls once at a later date, when his father started out for work, but 

returned home because of storm conditions, he was temfied that this meant a further 

period of unemployment and fear. Indeed his father did find a good job and times 

improved for d l  concemed, but not without having lefi a certain legacy. 

One of his earliest recoIIections of significance was the death of his grandmother 

when he was about fifteen years of age. She lived in the h o s e  with the family, but Rufùs 

remembers how her presence seerned to impose stress in the home. Space was at a 

prernium, and the particular needs of members of the family seemed to counter one 

another. He remernbers responding to the situation in anger, "Why don? you go home?" 

He felt guiIty over this outburst when she died. 

The death of his grandmother was important for another reason. Rufus and his 

brother were feeling distraught with grief, guilt and even remorse. She was an Anglican, 

and when the Anglican priest arrived, he spoke to the younger boy and offered comfort in 

his words, "She is in heaven at peace with God." These words comforted both Rufus and 

his young brother in a way that was, for Rufus, almost rniraculous. 

Now whether that was true or not, who knows, but, what 1 knew as a sixteen year 
old, was that those were the words that my brother and 1 needed to hear. They 
were the words of life. That Anglican prkst helped me and everyone else with 
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those healing words- 

Rufus felt the power of these words, and "resolved then and there, that (rninistry) 

was what 1 wanted to do with my life." It was a kind of epiphany for him, "a burst of 

light," an image of what life was about and the role he could play in it. It was a kïnd of 

conversion, based on the power of the words, which were at the same time, a seminal 

vocationai call. "Everything springs fiom that," says RufÜs. 

This experience occurred in the context of his family's particular orientation to 

faith and the church. While a nominal church member, his father, nevertheless, was 

involved in church activities. What Rufus remembers prirnarily, however, is his father's 

sense of anger, an anger which coloured his orientation to the Christian faith. It was a 

faith in an angry God, a God who was the creator of heaven, but also much more vividly, 

the creator of hell, the place reserved for those who were bad. Rufus remembers being 

fnghtened by the idea, a notion which has in some ways, continued to h a u t  his 

consciousness. Even when his father was dying, many years later, Rufus confirmed 

again, while in reflective conversation with his father, that his father lived with an angry 

God, a God of vengeance. It was a real and profound influence. 

Rufus expressed a vivid consciousness of the type of smail cornmunisr in which 

he was raised. Everyone, no matter what other role or fùnction they rnight assume in the 

comrnunity, seemed to be part of one church. Church was a dominating influence, both 

personally and communally, and Rufus seerned to develop a fear of that influence. He 

even muses that one underlying motivation he may have had to enter ministry, was to 

break that domination. He felt his father, in losing his job, was somehow a victim of 
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dominating forces in the community. To this day Rufus is not cornfortable with the 

power structures of the uistitutionalized church. 

Rufus also remembers as a youth, the feeling he had that the minister of the 

church was a sort of non-person, a person whom everyone kept at arms iength, who was 

used for appropriate functions and appointed activities- 

"So we have this object, dive, but none-the-Iess, an object of community 

speculation, scrutiny and appraisai, ultimately disposable, who in my consciousness was 

merely a sheep dog in this nebulous terrain called church." 

R&s too felt unvalued, or a sort of non-person, defined by the famiIy cluster 

("Oh, you're a Davison."), belittled by a belittling community, and demeaned as a local in 

the midst of an immigrant cosmopolitan community (the cornmunity was made up of 

other nationalities), a feeling of being indistinguishable fiom the background. This 

background was responsibIe for ongoing issues of identity and purpose in RufÙsY life. 

Rufus descnbes how as a young school child, at a Halloween party in the 

darkness of a room, he fell and broke his tooth. It remained broken for many years as 

there was no remedial care. Somehow the broken tooth symbolized his feeling of seIf. It 

became a kind of life metaphor for Rufus, who experienced a certain oppressiveness in 

this early comrnunity life. Rufus eventually found education to be the potential "ticket 

out of town," the way to escape this subtle but real oppression. He says this experience 

proved a motivating factor throughout his life. 



2. Young AduIt Life Experience 

Rufirs' sense of his move towards the vocation of ministry continued even at his 

young age. Once having decided this was his calling, he pursued the given route, going 

at it in the sarne way that others rnight look in Eaton's catalogues, where d l  things 

seerned to be attainable. That cleared up, he entered university and pursued his studies- 

WhiIe overtly pursuing the correct route to ordination, RufÛs, inside, was unclear, unsure, 

indeed at the conclusion of his university studies, "more befuddled than ever." He went 

to an official in the church who offered a five point charge for one year as a possible 

route to clear things up. But at that end of that one year, things were no clearer. Indeed, 

this fist charge was Rufus' first exposure in a pastoral role, to ongoing conflict and 

bittemess in the congregation. 

Rufûs describes two occasions of signifïcance during his appointment to student 

charges. The first was his meeting of a man who completely controlled everything in the 

church. He was "like a tyrant, an angry old man, the boss, the caretaker of the church." 

This man fit every conception fiom his childhood of the amibutes of God. Rufus felt 

paralyzed by this man. He feared him, and even felt a kind of escape once he entered 

theoIogicaI school. Years later, when the man died, the family called on several pastors 

for burial services. No one but Rufus accepted: ''1 rernember going to the fùneral home 

and saying to the family, 'Mr. so-and-so taught me an awful lot about ministry' and he 

did. He taught me a lot about rnyself. He taught me not to be afraid so much." 

A second occasion was his encounter with a supervisor, out West. The dictates of 

Rufus' religious and cultural background frowned upon the use of alcohol. 



1 came out of a strict angry God kind of background where people went into the 
closet and drank on Christmas Eve. They didn't sort of sit down and drink 
together. They didn't acknowledge that they drank, but they drank privately. 
This supervisor invited myself and my wife to go to a Sunday afiemoon picnic in 
the park. We went to this little barbecue and we made hamburgers and s e ,  m d  
he brought his beer with h . .  1 remember being shocked at my supervisor, a 
minister who was also in the process of being divorced fkom his wife. This just 
threw me. 1 thought, wow, this guy wouldn't survive back home, It was bad 
enough that we were having a barbecue on a Sunday, but this guy is drinking beer 
and he was offering beer to me, and what's worse, here 1 am drinking it with him, 
you know. But, he's rny supe~so r ,  so I have to do what's required. 

Rufus asks him, why is he in the ministry? The reply, "1 am in the ministry for the sheer 

fun of it." Rufus was amazed. This response was also given in the context of the 

assessrnent the supervisor offered Rufus: "I've met two students fi-om your college now, 

and they're both very, very angry." So, says Rufus, "He narned my anger right at that 

point." The supervisor's response exposed in a different light, Rufus' primary issue. 

Rufus entered theological school and was married. His marks significantly 

improved. But, for Rufus, theological school was a continuation of liis struggle to 

understand faith and mùiistry, and his place in it. He reports, 

Al1 through those years, carrying a heavy load of doubts and questions, "My God, 
1 must be crazy to be doing this, because it is so senseless," with rny presumption 
that 1 would go out h to  the world and speak healing words, that 1 was going out 
to an appreciative gathering, and that the world is waiting. Well, 1 found that the 
world is not only not waiting, the world doesn't care, and the world will spit in 
your eye, if you know what 1 mean. 

These doubts and questions continued in Rufis' ongoing reflection about hirnself in 

ministry, doubts which were part of the picture for hirn, fiom the beginning. 

Rufus makes a startling confession about the role of his doubts and 

disillusionment in rninistry. 



1 went with my assurnption that 1 wanted to do something that really makes a 
difference, really helps people. The difference in what I have found over the past 
eighteen years is that I doubt how much difference 1 have made in other people's 
lives. The biggest change in anyone's Me has been in me, in rny journey. 

This statement is not so much an issue of self-deprecation, though that too; rather it is a 

strong personal statement of Rufus' reflection on his assumptions about ministry and his 

own struggle to rework these in a new way. 

Zn reflection on his years in theological study, Rutiis pointed to one incident 

which was symbolic to him of the nature of ministry. The custodian/landlord (because 

Rufus paid rent to him) was having difficdty getting workers to repair bricks and mortar 

high up on a swinging scaffold. Said the custodian, "It is one thing to get a man to go up 

on a rope scaffold. It is quite another thing to get him to do anything while he's up 

there." This was a "bel1 ringing" comment for Rufus. Ministry is not an ivory tower 

activity; it is grounded in the life and concrete experience of people. It also illustrated for 

Rufus a hdamental belief of his, that ministry is not about giving a prescnbed c"tnith" to 

others, but rather it is a validating of their own truth. As he inimitably puts it, "Since 

then, 1 have tried to squeeze one profound truth out of each person." 

3. Experience in Ministry 

Ironically, one of the most miraculous experiences for Rufus took place during the 

most difficult year of his life, the birth of his frrst child. The difficulty that year was due 

to problems in his first charge after ordination. This was a church composed of factions 

and beset with conflict. The comrnunity surrounding the church was itself, fiactious, with 

ethnic groupings; First Nations People, Western Europeans, Canadians and Arnericans. 
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The fkactiousness was reflected in the church: "It was just conflict and fighting non-stop, 

al1 the time." The church was made up of three congregations with three staf%, two 

ministers and a social worker. When the denomination decided to reduce the number of 

paid positions to two, each staff member and each congregation were set against one 

snother. Rufus was caught in the middle. 

I was in the middle of al1 this turrnoil. It was very, very stressful, 1 got to the 
point, that 1 didn't want . . . I thought, if this is what mùllstry is, then I have had a 
serious misreading of God's calling. If this is what it is, 1 have made a homble 
mistake. 

The business of the church ground to a halt as church members, committees, and boards 

undermined each other and their work. Rufis reported, "lt became al1 my fault because 1 

had the training, but 1 couldn't make it work. But, nobody in the walls of the world could 

have prepared me for that." The cnsis began to affect Rufus very personally. As the 

congregation polarized, "1 just became very fnghtened." He found no respite. His home 

was bombarded with angry phone calls which were duplicated during the day in the 

church office. He becarne r u  down, and on urging fiom a church member, admitted 

himself to hospital for rest. He stayed for a week and retumed to work. On the first day 

back, the chairperson of the board accused hirn of having a nervous breakdown and 

announced, "You are no longer fit to be our minister or anyone else's." In the midst of al1 

this, Rufus' child is bom, a "flower" in a the midst of a battlefield, an event Rufis says he 

stiIl draws strength from today. 

The experience in the church had been so devastating, Rufus reports that prior to 

going to the hospital he found hirnself contemplating suicide. 



What caused me to go to the hospital in the first place to ask for help, was that one 
morning, 1 went to the bathroom, that awfd bathroom. I sat on the edge of the 
bathtub, and 1 thought, there is no way out of this mess. 

He knew he needed help and support, non-judgmentai support, frorn outside the church. 

The experience was a death for Rufus, "the death of what 1 thought ministry was, or what 

1 thought my place was in it." 

During one of the more fractious meetings in the church, there were present an 

opposing staff member and others who were in conflict with one another. One of the 

leaders in the church cdled Rufus a liar at which point Rufus' wife, who at the time was 

pregnant, jumped up, lefi the meeting, and went home. The meeting was effectively over. 

A quiet woman who had been at the meeting Ieft the church and came to Rufus' h o u e  

where: 

She wept with us. Some went home and some stayed. I don't know where they 
went, but this one person came to our home. She was a person who talked about 
Jesus being with her in her car, and with her al1 the time. She was a 
fundamentalist kind of person, but when the chips were down, she came and put 
her arms around us and wept with us. She said, "You know, I don't know why 
this is happening." And that was a moment of grace right there. 1 think that the 
angry Gad died there. 

Over the years Rufùs has struggled with the meaning of ministry and his place in 

it. His experience in his first charge was a kind of "lightning bolt," affecting his thoughts 

on this issue throughout his life. The following comment shows the struggle he has had 

in understanding both himself in ministry and those with whom he ministers. 

Over the years, 1 have had to keep re-focussing my thoughts about what rninistry 
is and who 1 am in it. 1 have corne to think that ministry, as 1 see it, is about 
people who have more past than they have future. I have had to readjust my 
erroneou assumption that because these people love God, they also love each 
other. Not so. 



Early in RufUs' career, he decided, guided partly by a dream, to commit himself to 

working in the pastorate. As the drearn and E s  experience unraveled, he has spent eleven 

years in ministry in one province and eight in another. For Rufus, the transition between 

the provinces also chronicled the transition fiom an angry component in faith, to a 

compassionate one. 

For eIeven years, an angry people willingly received a message fiorn an angry 
person about an angry God. That was chapter one. Chapter two, we moved here, 
and the fit was dif5erent. The angry God no longer fit, the angry God didn't work 
a n p o r e ,  or lost its power. And it seems, as 1 moved towards the experience of, 
and the preaching of, a cornpassionate God, I myself became more compassionate. 

This is dso  a story of Rufiis in the context of his cornmunities, and the power of the 

moulding influences, or one might Say, the workings of his growth in understanding 

about God, and the role of culture in that process. This is part of the story of  Rufis in 

rninistry, but aiso, part of Rufus' life-long story. 

Rufus has been in his 1 s t  charge for eight years. 

When 1 first came here, somebody asked me how long 1 would stay. We're in our 
eighth year, which is the longest we've been anywhere. But someone asked, 
"How long do you think you will stay in this church because it's a struggling 
church and you're still young and you'll have an opportunity to go on to wealthier 
churches and bigger churches and so on?'And 1 remember saying, "This is my 
last church." And they Say, "What do you mean your last church?" When 1 think 
about what 1 said now, rnaybe 1 said that because this is really the first church that 
1 have ever found the kind of humanity that I'm looking for. 

Ministry for Rufis has been: 

a search for that sense of place where 1 have said things, and whether they hear it, 
or like it, or agree with it, or not, they've been gracious and allowed me to be me. 
It is the first time, it is the only time, that 1 have found in ministry, so far, that 1 
can be who 1 am, and not have had to try and be someone else. 

Rufus has described the significance of his Doctor of Ministry studies, as that 



reflective experience which helped resolve the conflict about rernaining in, or leaving 

ministry. What is ministry for Rufùs? He described a cartoon proffered by a colleague 

taking the same program of study. 

He told a story of a cartoon which showed a cat that was relaxhg by the frre in an 
easy chair. Over the mantle was a human hand mounted on a plaque like you 
would mount the antlers of a deer. Someone asks the cat, "What's the 
significance of this hand?' And the cat says, 'The hand, that's the hand that used 
to feed me. I've bit it off and I've had it mounted." 

This cartoon carries weight for Rufùs. Ministry for him, cannot be a profession secured 

by dependence on the institution, dependence on the cultural milieu, or dependence on a 

secure ideology. It m u t  be a place of choice, a place of fieedom. Ministry is not a 

controlling vocation, it also is "but another step in my Me journey." Reflecting m e r ,  

Rufiis says, 

One assurnption is, that in the scheme of things, ministry is the top m g  on the 
Iadder toward God or whatever. One doeso't step off the m g  called ministry and 
step onto anything higher. The presupposition was that in your journeying 
through life, once you tumbled into rnùllstry or walked into it or crawled into it, 
or however you got into it, that was the penultimate state. 

The rejection of this picture is again p m  of Rufus' journey to understand rninistry in a 

non-dominant, non-powemil, non-haloed, and non-controllhg structure of rneaning. The 

"feeding" image is also reflected in a comment Rufus makes about preaching the angry 

God in his earliest pastoral charges. "1 began in an angry situation. 1 preached an angry 

God to an angry congregation. And they were happy because that was the kind of God 

who fed them." 

Rufus has felt a much better fit in his current charge, and coupled with his 
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here, a fundamental feeling of mutual acceptance, a joy and a satisfaction. 

1 am a minister today for the sheer joy of it; not a joy in the charismatic renewal 
sense of joy, but just in a sheer sense of satisfaction that 1 get. 1 get that 
satisfaction fiom the people who faithfully corne out and keep this church going. 
It makes no sense to have a building of this size, two buildings of this size, and 
just a handful of people who are determined to carry on. It makes no sense. The 
joy cornes from the hurnanity of these forty, fifty or six@ people, who appreciate 
me for who 1 am and whom 1 appreciate for who they are. 

Rufus' journey has reached a certain fulfillment at this stage. 

It took me twelve or thirteen years to get to this place, where 1 found these people. 
If 1 were to stand up on the podium of He, and speak to people who are preparing 
for ministry today, 1 guess, 1 would have to Say, "Hang in there! We don't find 
the people who love us necessarily the first time, but there is a place, there is a 
niche, where there are people who wiIl love us and we will love them. That's 
what the church is. 

Fundamentally, Rufus moved through his anger and Angry God, to an opposing belief, a 

belief which now, he enjoys, feels and expresses. 

But, do you hear the other thing 1 am saying? That in my conception of what 
rninistry is al1 about, 1 thought it was all about God. If only I could plunge into 
the Scr-ïptures in the right way, and with the right help, 1 could see more of God 
and teach me more about God. But in the twenty years since 1 started, what 1 have 
learned about God h a  been fiom people, not from what 1 have seen in the books. 
I think people are good, deep down. 1 think about this idea of original sin you 
know, and 1 remember again, going back to my fxst charge, a family having a 
new baby and the baby being tired, or huogry, or wet, or cold or something and 
screeching. The baby would become impossible even to hang onto, maybc 
because it was fùssy. Maybe the baby was teething. And, the grandmother 
saying, "It's true enough what the Bible says, the devil is right in that little child. 
You can see it." We11, you can see the poor little child, so rangy right? But, 1 
think that deep down, what 1 found of people, is that for the most part, 
overwhelmingly, people are good. That was a surprise to me. 

For Rufus, ministry has been living with the contradictions of Iife in the church, 

about who these people are, and what their motivations are. Earlier on, the mode1 of 



ministry was like an old teaching model, 

that the minister pours out the juice and the people receive it. 1 expected people to 
be waiting to receive. What 1 found was people were simply living out their Iives 
in their own way. They weren't particdarly aware of my entry on the scene, 
indeed, my presence seerned to make no difference whatsoever. 

His assumptions about rninistry were forever being undermined. 

WelI, the assumption that because we're a church, people like or love each other, 
or because my understanding of my rninistry is to bear witness to Christ in a 
loving and compassionate way, that you're in the congregation for the same 
motive was simply an unfounded assumption of mine. In fact, you might be there 
to sel1 life insurance, or for cosmetics selling, or girlfiiends or boyfnends. 

But Rufus remains in ministry because "There is such a thing as a person with genuine 

faith." 

Rufiis understands the motivations of church people because he has experienced 

acceptance within himself, leading him to an acceptance of others. Ministry for Rufus, is 

about his own journey, not rnaking assumptions about others. 

1 have abandoned my Old Testament God, and 1 have been graced with a 
compassionate God. This is God who not only is not angry, but who forgives and 
who puts up with d l  kinds of inconsistencies in my behaviour. God has accepted, 
loved me. And so, the change that has happened to me is that 1 can now be, 
compassionate. 

This acceptance is reflected in a Doctor of Ministry project of Rufus', which was 

a survey of church drop-outs. He organized a supper and invited about twenty 

individuals who had dropped by the way side. They came and discussed what had 

happened. 

There were many reasons given for their waywardnesç. Busyness was the most 
cornmon, and such excuses as, "My house is buniing down;" T m  already to 
corne out the door but you know, the roof blew off the house and 1 didn't get 
there." or whatever. Shift work was a big one. The church basically says, now, 



take it or leave it, We offer one meal on this menu every Sunday, and your choice 
is take it or leave it. Another said, "1 used to come and used to be in the choir and 
1 used to sit and Iisten to what you had to say." "But," he said, "after awhile, 1 
have to tell you Reverend, after a while, it just became a waste of my time to 
come. You weren't saying anythmg that was captivating or intriguing or that 
would cause me to get up on Sunday morning after driving al1 day and twelve 
hours on Saturday. 1 was tired. 1 would just have to Say it was a waste of time." 
That was very hard for me to hear, because I put my whole self into this. I took 
the words of Scripture, and 1 filtered them through my experience in this 
congregation, and 1 came up with something fiom our visits during the week. I 
filtered it through like a Bnta Water Filter, and 1 came up with this presentation, 
and 1 gave it with al1 that I had, and 1 thought God is in this somehow. This man 
was telling me it was a waste of my time. That was very hard for me to hear. 
Over the years, you come to the conclusion that nothing that 1 can Say or do is 
worth their pulling on their boots to come to church. 

This latter comment fiom Rufus, reflects in some way, his beiief that his journey in 

ministry has had more to do with its revolutionary impact on hirnself, rather than its 

perceived impact on churchgoers. 

Rufus' loveihate relationship with the church as an institution has issued in a 

certain iconoclasm about the accretions of institutional church Iife. The church is 

primady about persons. Many of the issues in ministry for Rufus, have been over the 

institutional structures of the church. 

1 thought that it ( m i n i s ~ ) ,  was about bringing about change within relationships, 
and change within people, yes change withui me, and change within others. But 1 
have found, that rather than bringing about change, churches are dedicated and 
committed to keeping everything as they are. Buildings, property, whatever; we 
are cornrnitted to our last breath, to keep it the way it is. Yet, 1 see Jesus as a 
person who brings new life, who ovemims the tables, and who makes al1 things 
new. 

Lady,  Rufus' choices at this stage in his ministry reftect his journey, his choices, 

his values, and his vision. He has had offers to go to larger, more prestigious 

congregations. His sensitivity to his own fieedom, the honouring of his own authenticity, 
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and the authenticity of his own understanding of the Christian message - these remain 

priorities. Basically, 

1 am not going to go to a congregation and mimic the word you want to hear. 1 
want to keep open. When 1 corne (to a new congregation), and I cirink in for a 
year, the ambiance and the dynamic here, 1 want to be able to Say, "This is where 1 
think God is, in this mîu, and this is where 1 thhk that we need to be headed," 
The resistance 1 sensed in these charges (who offered appointments to hirn) is that 
the people wanted to be in control of who they brought in, and what this person 
said. niey wanted to keep everything the same. 1 don't understand the Gospel 
about keeping everything the sarne. 

Rufus' own sense of human fieedom is tied closely to the fieedom of the Gospel, to bring 

about, through that fieedom, transformation. 

1. Ministry: The Death of An Angry God 

Rufus describes for us, the central tension of his rninistry, as one in which he 

battled with the angry God worshiped in his family, and expressed primarily through his 

father's feelings. But this was also a God taught through church tradition and reinforced 

through the culture of his community. It was the source, he believes, of an anger instiiled 

in him, built upon fear and a faith more judgmental than forgiving. It produced a fear 

which tended to support in Rufus, an ambivalence about the vocation of rninistry, and 

which affected his early experiences in pastoral work. It precipitated Rufùs' intemal crisis 

in his first charge. It raised the existential question, what to do when fear and anger 

threaten one's very existence? Rufus made his choice. He took hold of Iife and grace. 

The experiences of grace were mediated through the birth of his first child and by 



the women who comforted him and his family after a particularly painful church meeting. 

The birth came at the sarne time as the death of my idealisrn. 1 mean, 1 refer to 
Rose Bay as my crucifixion. But really, 1 didn't die. What died was my naive 
assumption that this is what ministry was about. 1 had believed 1 had the goods, 
and with the right number of courses, r could pour thern out, and they would be 
gratefidly received. I think that the biah was powerfùl because it came at the same 
time as the death of every-hng that 1 had worked for. 1 thought, "Gosh, this is 
the end of me. What if 1 a m  not fit to be anyone's minister? And, where am 1 
now?" 

There was the woman who cornforted Rufûs and his wife after the difficult 

meeting in his first charge. 

She came, and put her arms around us and wept with us. She said, "You know, 1 
don? know why this is happening." And that was a moment of grace right there. 
1 think that the angry God died there. Right there, the scales tipped away fiom 
God, 1 think, and toward people. Because up until that point, we had dl been 
preoccupied with the evil in othen. What 1 work at now in my ministry is to see 
the presence of God in others, the good in others, because everybody knows how 
to find the evil in others. It's easy enough to demonize our neighbours, but it 
requires a little more concentration to Iook for the good in somebody with whom 
you fundamentally disagree. 

Rufus was open to the God of compassion fiom the moment the Anglican minister 

spoke healing words to hirn and his brodier, upon the death of his grandmother, "She is in 

heaven." For Rufus these were m l y  words of life, and these were the words he sought to 

a f f l ~ ~ n  throughout his ministry. 

As noted earlier, Rufûs' rninistry encompassed a great divide: the earlier years 

where ministry occurred within a culture which understood, and responded to, "an angry 

God," and later years where ministry uras understood in the context of a "compassionate 

God." These distinctions were true c haracterizations of his j ourney and experience. It 

was his journey which became the focus of his learning in ministry. "Over the years, 1 
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have abandoned my angry God, and 1 have been graced with a compassionate (God who) 

not onIy is not angry, but who forgives, and who puts up with dl kinds of inconsistencies 

in my behaviour." In a sense, the angry God fed Rufus' cultural definition, the 

requirements of his family and community. It was an Mage he had to exorcize, an act he 

associates with the cartoon about cutting off and mounting the "hand that used to feed 

me." In summary, Rufus narrates: 

I see that as the place where 1 started, when 1 began with the angry God. The 
positive change that's happened to me in the years of rny ministry has been the 
softening with me, or the softening of God within me. I have gone fiom a God 
who is a tyrant, to a God who understands, and who is beside me and within, and 
who accompanies me on my journey. 

2. Ministry: Acceptance - an Ideal Deposed 

"If somebody at the Podunct Divinity School could Say to people, 'You know, it 

ain't what you think.' This rnight be for the best." For Rufus, ministry was a learning in 

acceptance, focusing firstly on himself, and then an appreciation of the motivations of 

people both inside and outside the church. It was a difficult learning. The world was not 

eagerly awaiting his presence and message. Neither was there a correlation between the 

love churchgoers professed towards their God, and the love, or lack of it, they professed 

towards each other, and for that matter, their minister. "1 expected people to be waiting 

to receive the Word, my word, but they weren't really so interested." 

Rufus speaks too about the way people expressed the best of intentions, especially 

at funerals, Family members expressed great resolve and cornmitment, but only in rare 

cases do persons follow through on their commitments sincerely expressed. 
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The motivations of people varied greatly. These befuddled Rufus. Well, why did 

people corne to worship? For d l  sorts of weird and wondemi1 reasons. It was the same 

with the reasons they refrained kom attendance. The result fi-om his survey of church 

drop-outs led to his conclusion, "Nothing that 1 Say or do is worth their pulling on their 

boots to corne to church." But Rufus is learning through these experiences and musings, 

Ieaniing a perspective of letting go, focusing expectations elsewhere, and developing 

more strongly a self-acceptance which can be shared. 

He describes a special relationship with an elderly Iady in his congregation. The 

lady continually contributes to the church and bails out the congregation every time it is 

reaily needed. 

She keeps the cheques corning. But, this same lady who will bail out this 
congregation every t h e ,  this one individual, when you visit her in her home, will 
Say to you, "Do you really believe that we will live again after we die?" And 1 
Say, "Yes 1 reaily do." And she says, "1 don't think so. Mien 1 go down in the 
ground, that's where I'm going to stay. Mr. James. I'm very much afraid that at 
our church, we're betting on a losing horse." 

Says Rufus, "She is an enigma, but we have very good discussions." 

Ministry is about acceptance. Much of this acceptance has to do with the death of 

expectations and assurnptions. Ministry, for Rufus, has been a battle of assumptions and 

presumptions, and fînding a way to prevent these fiom interferhg with ministry. This is 

ministry with a sense of letting people bey of acceptance, and the preclusion of 

imposition. 

Maybe a h i t fb l  exercise rnight be to find out what al1 your assumptions are, write 
them down, journal them, put them on a flip chart, or draw them across the sky 
behind on an airplane. Find a means to identiQ assumptions, fînd them out, 
because they are ofien what we do not expect, and they get in the way of ministry. 



Central to the process, or the learning with respect to the acceptance of people as 

they are, is Rufus' acceptance of self'. He Iearned that while he codd  not necessarily 

make a difference to others, he could to himself. He Iearned that the journey of ministry, 

for him, was in redity, the journey of his self. 

Well, the short version of my rnost positive experience, has been îhe growth 
within me. 1 thought the growth was going to be within you people, out there. 
But 1 found that you people are not always in the learning mode, or the growing 
mode. You people are what you are. 1 had to come to terms with "You is what 
you is," and 1 had to learn to accept. But the positive experience of ministry for 
me, is that it is life-giving. 

E s  statement about self is also a statement about self-acceptance. "The impact that I 

have had on anyone else has been negligible, but the impact that the whole experience 

and the process has had on me has been revolutionary." 

This brings us back to Rufus' discovery, during his student charge, and later 

repeated to a student Rufus was s u p e ~ s i n g .  

The question came up, "Why are you in the ministry?" And 1 said then, as now, 
with al1 sincerity, "that 1 am a rninister today for the sheer joy of  it, not in a 
charismatic renewal sense ofjoy, but just in the sheer sense of satisfaction that I 
get." And what is the satisfaction? I get that satisfaction fiom the people who 
faithfùIly keep this church going, and who corne out. The joy cornes fiom the 
humanity of these forty, fifty or sixty people, who appreciate me for who I am and 
I appreciate them for who they are. 

Ministry has become, for Rufus, a kind of celebration of acceptance, a celebration of who 

he is, and who they are. It is not any preconceived assurnption about who the peopIe are, 

or about their behaviour. Ministry is "experiencing the loving comrnunity, not making it 

or forcing it, but simply being, and celebrating that," 

Part of the joumey of ministry has been the search for acceptance. Rufus has 



found that place, and he speaks about the joumey to find it, a journey of his whole 

minisûy, where "There are people who will love us, and we will love them. That's what 

the church is." 

3. Ministry: A Journey Towards Authenticity 

"Out of al1 this though, 1 am on a personal quest for authenticity." The quest for 

authenticity is a spintual journey for Rufùs. It is a journey which starts with himself. 

I am not interested in maintainhg the services of the church, I am on a quest to 
find what it is that God is about in the world, and where that is leading me. And 
as 1 have said several times, this is about my becoming more human; that is to 
Say, not more Godly, but more human. It's about how 1 am being helped to accept 
more of my own humanity. 

It is this authenticity which brings Rufus together with his parishioners. 

1 think that the people that are here, these twenty or so persons that 1 describe 
here, respond to authenticity, and they want it for themselves. We're al1 looking 
for this together. We're on the same fiequency here. Authenticiq is aIso the way 
for us to understand the responses of others. Mmy people are not responding to a 
cal1 to authentici~. It is the sarne in the church. 1 am surrounded by people who 
make decisions affecthg my life in m y  church, those as well, in the bureaucracy, 
who haven't the foggiest idea of what it is to be on a journey towards authenticity, 
or transparency or towards becoming more human. 

Inauthenticity was a very early experience for Rufus. He identified this as an 

existence defined by somebody else, or by a larger unit. He saw this in his own life in the 

srnall rural community where he felt enclosed in a definition set by the cornmunity. He 

was sirnply one of Nick and Sharon's boys. He was simply a "local" arnidst a more 

prominent and cosmopolitan immigrant population. This struggle affected Rufus' 

sensitivities in ministry. It accounts somewhat, for his refisal to be defined by a role, or 



by other's definition of a role, or himself in i t  His earliest recoltections of ministers in 

his life were men in "roles," non-persons, kept at a distance by the cornrnunity, to 

perform certain functions and roles, but not to be fully part of  the cornmunity. 

Ministry is the encouragement to be one's authentic self. Rufus has refused offers 

to new appointments because he has discerned there, a desire to control his free response 

to a vision of Christian practice, and a preference for presenring the status quo. 

They wanted to be in control of who they brought in, and what this person said. 

They were saying, "Will you corne here and maintain what we have built up, and keep it 

going, and keep it the same, so that we c m  hold ont0 the power that we have now?" 

This authenticity is the refusal on Rufus' part, to reduce ministry to a role. 

A roIe to me, is a dead thing. Ministry is always a living relationship. It is 
dynamic, not static. What some churches want is a 'suit.' And a suit is measured 
down to the quarter of an inch. In fact, at 'St. Haberdashery's,' they have a staff 
of four ministers. Included in the sdary, besides the housing and benefits, is a 
clothing allowance. It's blatant, "We're telling you w*ho you are and what to 
Wear. WC are defining you." 

Authentic ministry is about transformation, and for Rufus, that transformation is 

his transformation. 

Ministry without a role for me, is that transformation, however siow, that &es 
place, when I become my fiillest, as to who 1 cm be, in response to the Gospel. 1 
follow dong that route of transformation within myself. Ministry too, is 
following that route towards transformation. It is a journey towards hller 
humanity. Those who want to define that transformation outside the respoose to 
the Gospel, in some pre-packaged deal, are the trumpeters of inauthenticity. 
There, the message is control, rather than transformation. It is a renunciation of 
fieedom. 

These were the dynamics that were part of Rufus' history of the experience of conflict in 

the chuch. Where the battles for control were overt, for Rufus, his own fieedom and the 



sense of the authenticity of his cdiing, were quashed and smothered. He needed always, 

to leave behind the pIace and space which denied his fkeedom to be authentic in life and 

rninistry . 

For anyone to continue in mùiistry, for the long had, unless you are masochistic 
or sornething, 1 think you have to corne to terms with who you are, and l e m  to be 
up-fkont with others about this authenticity - "Look, if this is a suit-job . . ." 

4. Ministry: The Focus-Human Relationship 

Riifus started with an angry God. This God was the point of reference for al1 

things. Everything, and everybody else, was suspect. Indeed, Rufis notes that his 

tradition seerned to him, to emphasize the d e p r a v i ~  of human beings rather than the 

goodness of humanity. As he moved in his thinking and feeling about God and about 

humanity, he experienced more of the compassion and the humanity of God. Not that 

humanity substituted for God, but God was no longer above, but in the mix, of hunianity. 

The change that has taken place in me for the better over this past twenty years, is 
a learning that rninistry is more about people than 1 thought it was, and less about 
God than 1 thought it was. I leamed that it is in the people mix, in the mess of our 
humanity, that there are glimpses of God. What 1 have learned about God, has 
been fiorn people. Throughout that leamkg, 1 have also learned that people, for 
the most part, overwhelmingly, are good, deep down. 

Rufis wouId Say, that it was the older mode1 of ministry which led him to the edge of 

desperation in his first charge, and that is where the change began. 

His emphasis here is rerniniscent of his encounter with the caretaker at the 

theological school. The caretaker's words suggested, there cannot be any true reflection 

widiout a concrete manifestation. The focus is on human experience. Pastoral work is 

the work of validating human expenence. 



For Rufus, the belief that Christian faith is about persons, humanity, relationships, 

is a belief which spotlights the tension he feels, with the expressions of faith which are 

not personal, but which focus on structure, institution, and the past. These are dead. The 

personal faith is living, ever changing, and ever responding towards the future. Says 

RufUs, "Ministry is not about churches or institutions." He has little patience for the 

obstacles which to him, block the relationships of faith. 

Two weeks ago, I came into church for Thanksgiving. The church had been 
decorated, so that the pulpit was practicdy buried in a wall of apples and 
pumpkins and stuff. 1 stood behind this wall, as they sat in the back seats, and 1 
said, "1 feel like I'm standing behùid a wall between us here." And so 1 came out, 
and 1 looked back up at the pulpit, and said, "1 don't want to stand behind a wall, 1 
want to corne closer to you." And 1 did that. 1 realized that it is like this 
refiigerator here. It is intended to keep food cold. But if it becomes some kind of 
a sacred object, so that what you can do with it is lùnited by its sacred nature, then 
it obscures what it was intended for in the first place. 1 think we have allowed too 
many 'sacred' things to stand in the way of our being authentic in ourselves, and 
with one another. 

5. Ministry: Life-giving Freedom 

The fieedom to be who he is, and faith as a living, future oriented experience, 

have both been prïmary life motivations for Rufus. His need for freedom was part of the 

picture of his escape fiom the controlling images of life in his original rural cornmunity, 

where the primary perpetrator of control was the Church. He left the cornmunity to 

escape into keedorn and "Tnroughout eighteen years of ministry, I have acted in a way to 

get away fiom a situation." He is very sensitive to this experience of control. 

Church boards are sornetimes, to me, structures of smoke and mirrors, 
legitirnating the abuse of one person's will upon another. Fundamentally, 1 
harbour a mistrust of group decisions, boards and cornmittees. 1 approach my 
work fiorn the vantage point of relationships, over and before d e s .  This too is 



difficult and has cost me dearly, in that I have lost many who are not interested in 
relationships, and kept many who are not interested in rules. 

This need for fieedom, is fieedom for a faith unadulterated by forces of control, 

wfiether these be personal, ecclesiastical or cultural. It is Rufis' journey to understand a 

ministry which is non-dominant, non-power oriented, non-controlling. Here the need for 

fkeedom merges, in his understanding of rninistry, with his jouniey for authenticity- In 

this fieedom is the secret to the church's life and vitality. The deadness of the church is a 

result of this non-fieedom. 

For Ru&, deadness in church life, was a very real memory about his early church 

experience. 

The religion, the services and the sermons that I was exposed to as a child, if they 
had had something to do with fear, that would have been better than what they did 
have to do with. They were sterile. They were sterile discussions, abstract 
monologues on a stage. They were 'sound and fusr, signi@ing nothing.' A man 
came out of a door on Sunday morning at eleven o'clock, stood on a platform and 
at the appointed hour and droned on. It seemed to evoke no purpose and no 
passion. 1 don? think that was the point of Jesus' life. 

Riifus' sense of this image is one of deadness, but even more, of useIessness. 

Rufus rebelled against it. "1 rebel against that. It must have been life-draining for diose 

men over the years, who did that sterile preaching." The contrast for Rufùs was always in 

the life-giving words of that minister, spoken at his grandmother's funeral. 

Translate R u W  early experience, to the present moment. Here is a rninistry 

which can endure no contortion strong enough to fil1 the pews on Sunday. It seems the 

world doesn't care, it may just as well "spit in your eye." Rufus' reflection is that the 

expenence is made more dificult by the fact that the response of the community is not 



hostility, but sirnply indifference. 

Hostility says, you know, "What you're saying is a crock and 1 don't believe what 
you're sayîng." The BibIe is a storytale. At least, we could debate these things. 
But, what we' re left with is indifference. When the church has so many farnilies 
and only a hct ion appear for services, 1 feel a kind of rejection. There seems 
nothing 1 can do to make it worth my friend putting on his boots and coming to 
church. It leads to a feeling of futility. 

Not doubt, but ernptiness, is the demon which plagues Rufüs. 

The discouragement Rufus feels, and the sense of indifference and the futility in 

this work, requires, he believes, a radical solution, The solution he beiieves, is not more 

of the same. The accretions of the church have prevented a pnoritizing of the imer life of 

faith. 

Well, the Christian world is impotent in itself. It has no wheels under itself strong 
enough j ust to keep itself going, let alone to go out and swallow up the world. 1 
think for my understanding of it, in order for us to get at authentic relationships, to 
be put on a path of following Christ, to find that inner light inside of us, we have 
to make a statement. And the statement will be heretical because that is the way 
of Jesus, who was killed for this very thing. If you go back to the Oid Testament, 
God says, "1 don? want a temple." But the temple gets buiIt anyway. It gets tom 
down two or three times. 1s it the end of God? No, God is set fiee fiom the 
temple at the crucifixion, when the cloth is tom in two. Syrnbolically we don? 
need a pnest anymore. Christ is accessible to d l .  

Tt is this accessibility which Rufus feels is put in jeopardy. His iconoclasm is the 

strength of his feeling about how much in our tirne, culture and religion block our access 

to authenticity. Ministry for him, is that "authentic faith which has to do with the spark 

between people, and importance of the relationship. So much else is life denying." 

Rufus' final reflection on the devastation of the first charge, is the reflection on 

what the little Swiss woman taught him, the one who comforted hirn and his wife. She 

proved, at the time when he needed it, "that there is such a thing as a person with faith." 
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He says, that proved to him that this faith, that this rninistry "can be Me-giving." 

3. George 

Ministry: from Abandonment to Belonging, an Integration 

George has been ordained and in rninistry for approximately twenty years. He is 

in his late fifies, is divorced and remarried, and has two adult children by his first 

marriage. 

A. PROFILE 

1, Early Life Experience 

George was bom during World War II, a middle child with a slightly older sister 

and a younger brother. His family moved often. His father was a minister and had two 

rural charges during George's very early Me. George remembers only a few things from 

this period, that his obstreperousness led to his being spanked for various behaviours, and 

he remembers the death of his puppy. But othemise there was a general enjoyment of 

life. 

When he was six years old, his parents felt a cal1 to missions in the Orient. 

George recalls many details of the ensuing trip. He has vivid mernories of London from 

the top of a double-decker bus, looking at the bombed out shelIs of buildings, ar~d finding 

it very exciting. He remembers as well, the trip through the Red Sea, with the ship dead 

in the water, drifting on the thick oily brine of the tropics, waiting to be rescued. 



George's fm t  memories include his father falling quite il1 and recovenng. His 

parents attended language school during the fust two years of their sojourn. He, hùnself, 

was put into a boarding school located approxirnately two days train ride fiom the place 

where his parents resided. He rernained at the boarding school for twelve years. The area 

had been a summer residence for officers and their families located in the foothills of the 

mountains. 

George recalls being left at the school, a rnemory of what he considers to be the 

most significant event of his early life. George describes the event, 

When 1 was six years old my father took me to the school high up in the 
mountains. It was a bright March day. The glory of the mountains was al1 around 
us, the sweet smell of wood smoke fdled the air, and red rhododendrons pocked 
the hillside with flashes of brilliant fue. But 1 had no thought for those things. 
My father took me to the Boys' Residence for the lower school. When my father 
le& 1 followed him up the rnountain path, away fiom the residence. He brought 
me back and gently explained that 1 must stay. 1 followed hirn again, and again, 
he explained that 1 must stay, this tirne leaving me in the care of one of the 
matrons. That evening. in the little boys' donn, high up in the rafters, the matron 
said, "George was a very naughty boy today. He went out of bounds. What 
should we do with him?" This question was met with a chorus of, "Gate him! 
Gate him!" which she did. This meant, that 1 could not go to spend that weekend 
at the home of one of my father's fnends, as had been previously arranged by my 
father. That single event has marked my life, as 1 am now more fully aware, more 
than 1 c m  ever say. 

This, and the fact that his younger brother remained at home, led George to experience a 

sense of rejection, which he felt for years. 

George has strong feelings and memories of his eariy church life at the boarding 

school. It was a "fairly consenrative evangelical school," which taught straight forward 

doctrine and belief. Chape1 services were compulsory, and every day began with a 

Scripture class where vast tracts of the Bible in the King James Version were read, and 



populated with carnels and donkeys, sadhus and small villages, with Bhils carrying 

swords and arrows." 

The feelings which this early church experience g~nerated in George were ones of 

"inadequac y, invisibi lity and unworthiness ." Human s infiilness and the need for 

forgiveness were preached, taught and emphasized. 

One religious event George recalls, was the visit t~ bis boarding school of the 

famous preacher, Stanley Jones. The whole school attended the service. 

At the end of his presentation, he made, as people make, an a l t a  cal1 to us- 1 have 
never forgotten this. No one came up, and I was embarrassed for the mm2 so 1 
went up. 1 didn't want him to be a complete flop. It was done out of politeness, 
but it was something that stuck with me for a long t h e -  

Another mernory is of an elderly teacher stricken W& polio. The school 

lung built fiom plans in "Popular Mechanics," the teacher u~overed- The school 

considered this to be an act of God. George's response, 

It occurred to me then, and the point still seems absolutely compelling to me, that 
this revealed more about the harbouring of a narruw conception of Gad, than 
about the power of prayer. A God who cornes to die aid of one person, because 
she was prayed for, and not to the aid of others, bccause no prayers were offered 
on their behalf, seemed to me, an inadequate God, 



148 

received. There is the sense here, of George's uncomfortableness, and of his searching for 

understanding. 

While the family did return once, on furlough to North Arnenca, this was 

primarily for study purposes. It was not till the end of his secondary schooling, that 

George returned home to Iive in Canada. It did not seem like a homecoming. 

That was perhaps the most disturbing kind of experience 1 have ever had. It was 
sheer culture shock. To move from a world that was familiar to me, to a world 
that was completely foreign was very, very difficult. I did not know the tenn 
cccuIture shock," at the time, but the disorientation I went through, and which 
continued for several years, was clearly a resdt of being thrown into an uufamiliar 
worid. I still fuid Canada strange. The thought of being buried in Canada has the 
power to raise my anxiety level considerably. 

The retum to Canada strengthened in George, the sense of not belonging. During 

his first year in Canada, while completing high school, al1 he could think about was 

returning to the Orient. His own sense of uprootedness, clirnaxed around the issue of his 

relationships. It was at a very young age that he was separated fiorn farnily. During most 

of his young Iife in the Orient, fnends, acquaintances were contuiually coming into and 

leaving, his life. "One of the things that 1 learned, 1 shouldn't Say people learned in 

general, at least 1 certainly learned, was not to form attachments to people. There was 

very little sense of permanence in my life." 

George reports that the impact of this uprootedness on his own life was highly 

significant. Earlier on, he had developed one good friend. Shortly thereafter, his fiend 

le& "and I think ever since that happened, 1 have never had that kind of close relationship 

again. You learn very quickly, not to form close relationships. They will just be 

bro ken." 



2. Young Adult Life Experience 

George's early adult life was preoccupied with various efforts and moves to work 

out his vocational calling. It was an unsettled journey. Irnrnediately following 

completion of high school, George joined the Navy, leaving it, to attend university with 

the express purpose of preparing for the ministry. "This purpose soon became clouded 

with doubts and reservations." 

n e  idea of the vocation of ministry was not a new one for George. Although it 

was not a ccDamascus Road expenence," there was "the sense of an insistent urge" 

towards ministry throughout much of his early life. "The idea of entering the rninistry of 

the church grew more and more clear." At the same time George was attempting to 

define his vocational direction, he was also experiencing the impact of the culture shock 

sternrning fiom his retum to Canada. This was a "sense of disorientation which Iasted for 

several years." This too, was a significant factor playing out its impact on George's 

consciousness as he worked to decide his füture. 

Having made this early decision about ministry, George spent a sumrner as a 

student minister in western Canada. He was, however, affected negatively by this 

experience, observing what he considered to be a shallowness of faith, and being exposed 

to "petty conflict and disagreement in the life of a srna11 parish." 

George now entered a period of trying out a range of options for himself. It was 

also a period of deep uncertainty about his vocational direction in ministry. He dnfted 

away fiom the idea of ministry while he completed his first degree program, and began 
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post graduate studies in the area of philosophy. At about this t h e  George was marriecl, 

and then began a two year teaching career. However his emotional life was being 

affected. He began to experience problems with depression, the genesis of which he put 

to delayed effects of the culture shock. Once again, George returned to the idea of 

ministry. He entered seminary, but lefi after one term, unhappy with the program. He 

then completed his Master of Arts in phîlosophy, writing his thesis in the area of 

contemporary analytical philosophy, after which he began to study for his doctorate. 

During this tumuItuous period, partially accounting for the various changes in 

career direction, George becarne acutely aware of his own hesitations and doubts with 

respect to the Christian faith. "1 had a lot of intellectual problems with Christian faith 

dong the way. Some of these have never left me. I had some very serious reservations 

about Christian faith in relationship to the modern world." 

George taught for a time, at a universisr in Ontario. More and more, he seemed to 

be developing a distinct hostility to religious ideas and the ideas of the Christian faith in 

particular. "Issues of faith were never far away. 1 was tormented by thoughts of faith, 

which 1 had become very clever at parryiug, with wiw one-liners and philosophical 

argument." 

A new crisis loomed at this stage in George's life. He started to become very ill, 

both physically and mentally. He experienced penods of complete mental disorientation. 

He felt desperate. The doctors finally diagnosed the cause to be in the area of food 

allergens. He responded to medication, and began to make a recovery. George reports 

that it was during his illness, when he was feeling most lost, that he began to rethink his 
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decisions about ministry and to commit himself once again, to study for the ministry. 

Refeming to this decision during his lowest period physically, and his lowest period of 

faith cornmitment, he says, 

1 am not ccreligious" in the sense that 1 think this was God acting to bnng me back 
. 1 am still mt religious in that sense, and 1 find it unhelpful to understand faith in 
that way. Yet it was in the midst of my most irreligious period, that I was brought 
back to reconsider, and to respond to, issues of faith- 

One other major area of change for George during his young adult Iife was his 

decision to change his denominational affiliation. 

When 1 had left seminary for the hrst tirne, 1 had been reading certain historical 
theology, and 1 found, when faith questions began to take oa importance once 
more in my life, it was to these sources that 1 turned. 1 prepared for and was 
corfxmed in this new affiliation. 

George reports that he had always preferred the worship experience in his new 

denomination, as he recollected worshiping in that church as a youngster, in the Orient. It 

was the only congregation where English was spoken. He muses as well, that a more 

ordered worship fit his more introverted personality structure, far better than less 

structured worship, 

Having made a final decision to enter the Christian mïnistry, George pursued his 

studies in theology, and was ordained to the priesthood. 

3. Experience in Ministry 

When George entered the priesthood, he did not leave his pattern of struggle in 

the faith behind. Significant, transfomiing changes in his life were yet to corne. George's 

theological understanding was drarnatically changed during his first ten years in ministry. 
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T'houghout his life, up to and including, the period of his theological training, as well as 

his first y e m  as a prïest, George described himself as cctheologically quite conservative." 

He became involved with a strongly conservative party within the Church. 

1 was convinced that the only way forward for the church today was to hold fast to 
the faith of the past, and I did what was in my power to ensure that this faith was 
heard by the people in the parishes 1 served as well as by the church at large. I 
helped organize theological conferences in which the conservative agenda was 
thematized, and I was a founding member of a conservative newsletter which is 
still being published today. This was faith which someone might cling to in a 
stonny sea, and my sea had been continuously stormy for years. 

Gradudly, George became aware that this theological stance was not totally 

satisfying to him. He met many who had found new direction and hope in new ways of 

worshiping and understanding the faith. He also met many in his own "camp" whom he 

felt were drowning whiIe still clinging fiercely to tradition. "The vehemence, the anger, 

and the fear that actuated them seemed a clear indication that something was missing." 

He became aware, too, of the lessening of feelings of fear in himself, both theologically 

and as a person, and of uncornfortability about cultivating fear in others. 

The tuming point for George, was the breakdown of his marriage, and the 

subsequent divorce. ''1 realized that this conservative view o f  faith, which 1 had 

cultivated so assiduousIy, could not bear me up in the midst of this particular struggle." 

While continuing to develop dissatisfaction with his older allegiances, George began to 

forge a new perspective, a wider more positive orientation. "1 began to rebuild the house 

of faith in a way that, I hoped, could take account of the realities of daily life." He began 

to reconceptualize his faith as "an open-ended invitation to life, rather than, as previously, 

a shrewish confinement and limitation of life." It was a fundamental change of 
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orientation since childhood, of what religion had been for him. 

The culmination of this change in theological orientation had taken place over 

many years, and had many ramifications for George's life and ministry. After completing 

his theological studies he had worked in a small m a l  church. Frorn that appointment, he 

went to the West Indies where he becarne so unhappily imrnersed in local church politics, 

that he requested a return. For the next sixteen years, George was a pastor in the Atlantic 

Provinces, the longest period of which has been in his last appointment. 

George reports that the most fundamental change resulting fkom his reorientation 

was the way in which his fGth and theology now "began to have a very personai 

reference." More profoundly than ever before, his life and experience were becoming 

integrated with his faith and belief. "1 now had to face the fact that what 1 had thought 

and what I had taught up until that time, was at odds with what was happening in my own 

life." He also began to relate to ministry daerently. "The things 1 said in my homilies 

had changed. More significantly, rny relationships with people changed." These changes 

becarne so apparent that George found it necessary to !eave his parish, in order to avoid 

the kinds of conflict which might have been stirred through the impact of his new 

orientation upon the congregation. Not only had his own thinking and feeling changed, 

but his approach to the Eucharist aitered, and his reflections about the Christian faith 

from the pulpit, changed. 

George's changes in theological and ministerial orientation came to h i t i o n  in his 

current parish, Georgetown, where he has found a fundamental "sharing of the quest," a 

joumeying together with the congregation. In response, the congregation opened its arms 
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to him, bringing a sense of belonging he has rarely felt in his life. In summary, "Having 

gone through separation and divorce, moved ont0 another parish, and been rernarried, one 

of the things that 1 began to redize, was that priests are really just people." 

The changes in George's life and the changes he experienced in the parish brought 

him closer to his parishioners, higiilighted the sense of his own humanity in his 

pnesthood, and included the sense of mutuality in what minisny is al1 about. He 

remained a priest to the parish, but the parish also ministered, in a very real sense, to him. 

This was the core of a renewed sense of community, as the focus for ministry, a growing 

sense of shared life and shared values, or, as George prefers to describe it, a shared quest. 

George's own joumey in faith and ministry has issued in a new way of experiencing, 

expressing, and sharing ministry, a new understanding which was profound in its affect 

on his life and ministry, but also on his own perception of his life story. 

B. LEARNING 

1. Ministry: A Persona1 Journey from Abandonment to Belonging 

Ministry, for George, has been a personal jouney. It has been his struggle to pull 

together the threads of his own life, to find a faith which integrates his life experience, 

and a faith which enables George to build supportive and caring relationships. 

What we begin with, is a profound sense of abandonment. This is the existentid 

moment of truth for George, at age six. It is a moment which colours his experience for 

life, because he stmggles with it throughout his Me. He is profoundly aware of its 



impact, 

That single event has marked my life, as 1 am now aware, more than 1 can ever 
say. It has affected rny religious consciousness, invaded my relationships, and 
determined the feeling tone of my whole life. It has contributed to my sense of 
justice (or lack of it). It has determined my sense of self (or not-self). It has, in 
many ways, given me my 1ife7s task. My life may well be seen as a drive to 
resolve the puzzle, of the meaning of that single event. 

This miginal feeling soon coupled itself with a sensitivity to the harsher side of 

evangelical faith expression. From his experience with the Christian faith through his 

twelve long years in residential school in the Orient, he developed deep feelings of self- 

rejection, "inadequacy, invisibility and unworthiness." He responded to ideas of human 

sinfulness and the need for forgiveness, based on the fiail shortcomings of one's 

humanity, and on the temptations of a very real Satan, at a very young age. Such feelings 

only added to his already established sense of unworthiness. Here we have a quality of 

extremeness in faith experience which served as a kind of haunting in George, for years 

to corne. 

Added to this, was an experience of rootlessness, a feeling of "not belonging" 

either in the Orient or in Canada, a groowing hostility resulting fiom the culture shock of 

retuming to a strange ;and. This rootlessness was added to his complex of feelings, just 

at a time when he was required to rnake long term vocational decisions for hirnself. 

The sense of abandonrnent and not belonging affected George's process of 

attachment. He no tes, 

One of the things 1 leamed, was not to form attachments to people. At one point 1 
had a fnend, my frrst tenn in the Orient, and then of course, he left. I have never 
had that kind of close relationship again. You leam very quickly, not to form 
close relationships, because they will just be broken. 
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This sense of isolation with persons carried forward in many aspects of George's adult 

life, affecting not least, the fonn of his religious experience and expression. 

This was aiso the background for the kind of ambivalence which charactenzed 

George throughout his early adult life, particularly in the area of vocationai decision 

making. It led to the multiplicity of efforts to complete theological training and commit 

to ministry, the periods of loss of faith and intellectual doubt, and the tensions he felt 

between theology and philosophy, between teaching and ministry. 

"A real sense of isolation , a sense of not belonging, resulted in difficulties with 

decision-making. Every stab 1 made at going into the ministry seemed to fail." 

This ambivalence, George links, to the layers of emotional and religious 

patterning formed through his early experiences of loss and abandonrnent, and his 

intellectual appropriation of an uncompromising evangelical faith. 

"That's why the ambivalence was there; because on the one hand, 1 was aware of 

alternatives and options, but emotionally and spiritually, these weren't available to me." 

The ambivalence led to insecurity with respect to vocationai decision-making, as well as 

insecurity about faith and theology. ft is at this point, George acknowledges, that his early 

grasp on an evangelical faith was in some sense, a way to resolve the senses of 

abandonrnent and worthlessness. The problem was, "1 don't think it ever did that for 

me." 

It is significant that it was at a very low time in his life, during his desperate 

struggle with hïs unnamed illness, and when he felt his faith most chdenged, that he 

turned to commit himself finally, to the cal1 to priesthood. He committed to the 
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priesthood, but also to a faith which still isolated him as a person, a faith which acted as a 

kind of "refuge" or protection for his abandoned self. His ambivalence was resolved by 

reverting to a secure faith, which contained widiin if his self-rejection, his own non- 

acceptance, a faith which "reflected rather badly on my relationships and my attitude 

towards other people." 

The final abandonment of the whole complex of his "unhealthy self" was, for 

George, a conversion. The result of that conversion was a new sense of self, a self- 

acceptance and a movement towards belonging, which expressed itself in his minisw 

and in his worship. 

What was taking place in rny own persona1 Me, was an answer to the question, 
about the sense of being done, and resolving tbat in terms of the importance of 
the worshiping commuaity, gathered together as brothers and sisters. 

It was symbolized by his fundamental decision in the liturgy, to celebrate the Eucharist 

facing the people, rather than with his back to them. 

It is a very curious experience to celebrate the Eucharist with your back to the 
people. You could be quite self-absorbed. It is a stlange detached expenence, a 
feeling of a lack of connection with the people in the congregation. 

With this chuige, came an acknowledgment of the centrality of the community of 

faith. In a personal way, this was a self-affirming experience for George. It was felt as  a 

kind of "welcoming," an expenence of "open hands" of love and friendship stretched out 

towards him 60m the congregation. Of his Iast nurnber of years in rninistry, he 

concludes, "1 don't know if I was looking for it, but whether 1 was looking for it or not, 1 

found it. It was that sense of actually belonging here and being welcomed into the 

community." He chronicles the change, 



1 don't know, it's sornething that just grew as thne went on. It occurred gradually, 
as the congregation here began to grow and gel as a c~mmunity. When 1 first 
came, 1 don't think there was a comrnunity here in one respect. There wasn't that 
reai closeness and excitement about k i n g  together. So, as that grew, it grew in 
me as well. It was only within the welcoming comunity of this p&sh that 1 
have found the fieedorn, for the very fist tirne, to explore the possïbilities of the 
fulness of life that Jesus came to brïng. 

As George tumed to the cornmunity, and the community to him, he expenenced 

for the first time, a sense of freedom and joy in his faith and in himself. "Certainly 1 

could have joy in faith, that I could never have had before." 

Out of this experience, George came to a belief about the nature and function of 

miniçtry, namely, the fostenng of community. 

Encouraging community here has worked wondemilly. 1 think it has been a very 
conscious thing that I have done while here. But, once it started, it really took 
care of itself, and that's rather interesting- I become simply one other member of 
that community, and not necessarily the rnost important member. It was a real 
change in my understanding of rninistry. 

George noted one interesting behavioural change in himself resuituig fiom his 

new sense of ministry. In the past he had had great difficdty remernbering names - "1 

often drew a blank when 1 saw people. But, a curious change, 1 don't so much anymore." 

The community is now a gathering of people he feels keer to acknowledge, name, and 

care for. 

In a fmal comment George reiterated that he sees his hnction in ministry as 

fostering community, not for himself, but for "the sake of the spirituality and the faith of 

others. 1 can understand and be with a person much more fully, than 1 couId before. I am 

a much better pnest than 1 was before." 



2. Ministry: an Lntegration of Faith and Life 

The movement of George's faith, through his conversion in ministry, was the 

movement towards personalizing faith, integrating his faith and his life experience. It 

was a movement which occurred during his ministry, and which, as noted earlier, had its 

critical point in George's divorce. As he says now about his  faith, "Faith to me now, is 

something one Iives and experiences in one's own Ise. It is an ongoing component of 

one's life. It's part of one's life experience." 

This integration of Me and faith, as a new mode of ministry, was brought into 

focus for George, in the very reai c&is of bis divorce. It becarne a crisis of his identity 

as a priest. 

I suppose the most difficult expenence in ministry was going through separation 
and divorce. 1 think that was the most difficult of al1 the experiences 1 have ever 
had. It was that which really made me look at priesthood in a very, very different 
way. If there was a certain sense of abandonment and rootlessness in my life, it 
was that for which 1 sought a refuge. That is exactly what 1 found in a fairly 
conservative, and hierarchical sense, of church and faith. But, when 1 went 
through the expenence of separation and divorce, that sense of refuge quickly 
dissipated. At one point d u ~ g  the whole process, it seemed to me that 1 was 
going to have to abandon the whoIe idea of priesthood entirely. I'm going to have 
to find something else to do- 1 certainly don't fit within this! 

This was George's central crisis and challenge, both for his faith and his ministry. 

The crisis was based on the fact that there was now no refuge for hirn, no protection that 

worked. With the divorce he was thnist into a void where he had the existentid choice to 

let go his ps t ,  and to embrace a future which compelled a recognition of his life 

expenence as an integrated component of faith. "It was an extremely confusing time." 

George puts the challenge of this "void" and "integration" this way, 



I couldn't square my understanding of faith and pnesthood, with what was 
happening in my persond life. 1 wrestled with that spintually, in the context of 
worship and prayer, and intellectually, and in the context of a renewed or changed 
theological understanding. Could 1 see the possibility that someone who had 
experienced what 1 had experienced, would be able to act and fùnction as a priest? 

His new thinking meant that George had a new way of conceiving church and 

ministry. 

My conception of pnesthood and ministry tended to be, somewhat hierarchical. 1 
don? thuik I ever separated myself off completeIy fiom people, but certainly there 
was a distance between myself and others, always a comfortable distance. It was 
reinforced by a very clear, definite, and crisp understanding of faith, It was an 
objectified faith the distance of which was reflected in my own life and my 
relationship with others. It too k the fonn of a sacrarnentd outlook. There was no 
place for me in that conception of church and faith. 

The theological impact foilowed. 

1 guess what 1 really started to do at that point, and something 1 had not done, was 
to read theology persondly, giving it a personal reference. Before that, it was not 
entirely an intellectud thing, but it was certaidy not grounded in my persona1 life. 
That's what 1 mean by calling it a refuge. It was somewhere 1 could steal away, as 
it were, into another world- 1 am a very thinking person, 1 have a fnend who calls 
me a "talkïng head." It was easy and comfortable to withdraw into a pure 
theology. 1 could play endlessly with philosophical and theological ideas. But at 
this point, theology and faith began to have a very personal reference. I realized 
that theology wasn't some place that 1 could escape to any longer. I had to face 
the fact that what 1 had thought and taught up until that time, was at odds with 
what was happening in my own life, 

This fundamental change in orientation has had ramifications in many areas of 

George's life and rninistry. These took notes of both sadness and joy. The sadness of the 

experience was the recognition of a kind of loss, that so much of his earlier life 

experience was caught up in a joyless tension. But George also felt a true joy, where he 

"found the fkeedom, for the very first tirne, to explore the possibihties of the fulness of 

life that Jesus came to bring," the joy of a 'Ijourney of discovery, a very exciting but risky 
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journey in which the fiaii selniood I have been g3ed with, is able to reach out into the 

darkness still unexplored." 

What had been was let go. In more recent years George has depicted a growing 

awareness of the nature of his earlier faith pattern. "It is only subsequent to that 

experïence, that 1 have become aware how much the whole idea of faith, my whole 

expression of faith was almost a defense mechanism for myself. It was a way of 

protecting myself." 

Through the period of the reorientation of his faith, George moved beyond the 

experience of protection to one of opemess and risk. The concepts of God and faith were 

broadened, enlarged, and opened. 

As 1 lived through the experience, 1 realized that the house of faith had to be 
rnuch larger than 1 had been willing to admit. It was not simply expedience, in 
order to jus t i .  the divorce. 1 had narrowed faith down to such a s m d  area that 
no one who really lived and breathed, could live in it. 

The larger God of George's faith was now a God, welcoming of the human 

joumey of stniggle and doubt. This was a God, faith in whom, acknowledged, explored 

and challenged the depths of hurnan experience. This was a faith which suppoaed the 

search for tnith, and the freedom of the human spirit. It was a faith that embraced 

humanity in both its weaknesses and s~engths. It was a faith that provided George with a 

sense of joy in his life, and a settledness despite his searching doubts and questions. It 

was a faith which was "an open-ended invitation to Me, not a shrewish confinement and 

limitation of fife; a faith fiee to move to places which challenge and cal1 it into question, 

and a faith which was not a limiting condition on human f?eedom." 



Pastorally, this new found faith, for George, meant a process of inviting other 

Christians into his journey, and being open to involve hïmself in the faith journey of 

others. It also meant a reworkhg of the responses of faith in light of  both his own, and 

other's experience, and the jettising of pre-conceived and pre-packaged responses and 

answers. 

George explains that in his earlier theological formation, he was only able to 

function in prksthood "by keeping questions of faith and questions of philosophy 

separate from each other." This separation, or lack of integration, George maintains, was 

endemic in his theological training. 

1 observed in the case of rnany people in seminary, that the experience of the 
school had very little impact on the faith of the students. People came to the 
school with a certain mindset about faith. They invariably left with this mindset 
deepened and confirmed, precisely because we tend to keep our faith and our 
reflection upon faith, separate fiom each other. 

George now sees faith and ministry as an integral entity. Ministry supports faith, 

because each is grounded in human experience. In this respect he makes the following 

point, 

1 came to a new understanding of who God might be, for me. 1 can Say aow, to 
people who are having doubts or struggling with questions of faith, "Well, surely 
to heavens, if God is God, then He will accept and celebrate your struggles of 
faith, rather than reject you on account of them." Faith ernbraces the struggles. 
That's a part of what it means to be human. And 1 guess, that's what 1 find so 
wrong about what 1 was taught as a child, the idea that in order to have faith, you 
had to be sure, and in order to be sure, you couldn't ask any questions. This 
seems to me a distortion of what any reasonable faith could be. Human life is not 
Iike that. 

George uses the doctrine of the incarnation as illustrative of his new form of 

ministry, built upon the integration of life and faith. 



If we are going to take the incarnation seriously, at least we have got to say, that 
in some sense, the iocus is intemal in our hurnanity, and it's in and through our 
hurnanity that we encounter God. If that's the way we encounter God, then we 
encounter God in each other and through meeting as human beings. 

The incarnation becomes the doctrinal point of reference, for a rninistry which fùlly 

acknowledges and embraces human experience. 

3. Ministry: The Humanizing of Priesthood: A Shared Quest 

One more slowly developed learning, stemming £tom his new orientation in faith, 

was the leamhg which emphasized the humanity of the pnesthood, and an understanding 

of ministry which focused on "shared quest." 

"This occurred gradually. What was affimiing here for me, was that some were 

willing to go on a new joumey of faith with me. They began to join in undertaking their 

own authentic path, and this was a very positive thing for me." It was not so much that 

people were compeiled to accept George's journey, or to somehow make his their own. It 

was much more that his story was their cue, or permission for them, to explore and risk 

for themselves. George found this to be intensely satisQing as a new function of ministry 

for him. The process itself fostered a growing sense of cornmunit/ amongst members of 

the congregation, a growing sense of shared life and shared values. It becarne a shared 

quest, whereby a bond was established based on a mutual caring about one another's path 

and leaming. 

Part of this shared quest for George, was a modeling of permission, an invitation 

to faith as an open rather than closed, quest. He describes an encounter with an elderly 

parishioner who, having read fiom a rather radical theologian, comments, 



"Yeu know, at Ieast, he gives me permission to think the things I have been 
thinking for a long time." To a certain degree that's what 1 did. 1 gave people 
permission to think through their faith in new ways and in ways in which they 
were already half thinking about it. They welcomed thaf just as, in a sense, they 
welcomed me. 

The shared quest has meant, for George, a re-aff~rming of himself as a person, and 

a refocusing of the role of priest, upon the humanity of the priesthood. As noted, he 

reports that the highlight of his ministry, in his curent parish, has been the experience of 

shared quest. This has been felt, among other areas, in the area of worship. 

"When I am preaching the homily, for example, people are nodding their heads. 

You can tell there's a special rapport between myself and the congregation when 1 speak. 

This h a  been extremely a f f d n g  for me, and not something 1 was used to." 

This has also aEected the perception of the priest by the congregation. 

One of the things that 1 began to realize, was that priests, perhaps 1 sound trite 
here, 1 don? mean to be, but pnests are people. Very often, certainly in the 
church, priests are not treated as people. As 1 moved in my journey, after my 
divorce, 1 was beginning to feel a sense of closeness to people that 1 hadn't really 
felt before. 1 felt 1 was taking some steps towards seeing rninistry as a relation of 
a person among persons, rather than a priest above the people. 

This concept of ministry has lead to a specific function which George believes now is 

central to his vocation. 

The priesthood for me, now, is much more of an enabling process for a person to 
explore faith, rather than, a telling to another person, what the faith is, or what he 
or she ought to believe. As 1 talk to people about faith issues, the more 1 
recognize there is a great hunger today, for a faith that can be held by adults who 
have explored, and will go on explorhg in the most strenuous ways, questions of 
faith in relation to their own experience of the world they live in. 1 believe this 
out of the experience of spiritual desolation that 1 went through, as my marriage 
broke down and 1 moved f?om separation to divorce and remarriage. Now, 
although 1 am less clear about what 1 believe than 1 have ever been, 1 am more 
settled and happy in my faith. 1 am an exile fiom the Christianity of my past, but 



1 am happy in my exile, and much more content to sit Iightly upon the things that 
other people think are of the greatest importance. 

4. Ministry: A Healthy Faith, a Rejection of Spiritua1 Abuse 

As reported, George's early response to faith was associated with a sense of 

abandonment and unworthiness. His conservative schooling seemed to reinfiorce a 

negative self-image, which, as he grew into addthood, issued in turbulence and 

ambiguity about the Christian faith, and about his calling into ministry. He chronicles his 

rejection of this early form of faith. 

1 have spent a lifetime trying to discem the meaning of m y  life in the face of a 
deep sense of worthlessness. 1 have, in the course of this discernment, corne to 
reject a religion that speaks endlessly of our worthlessness and failure, and seeks 
to imprison us withùi the duality, of God's plenitude and goodness, and of man's 
fiailty, insignificance and sinfulness. Although 1 was aware of this expenence of 
abandonrnent and injustice as somehow central to my Iife, it is oniy in the Iast few 
years, that I have been able to see how central it has been to my spiritual joumey. 

George's deep sense of the inadequacy of his early exposure to the Christian faith, 

h a .  formed in him, a strong sensitivity to the dynamics of religious indoctrination in 

childhood. 

The journey, which 1 began as a child, is beginning, I believe, to bear fruit, afrer 
much confiision and misdirection. 1 have often said that 1 think of my life path as 
the effort to deal with the programming that 1 experienced as a child. 1 think that 1 
was spiritually abused as a child. 

This sensitivity extends itself into a strong pastoral concern. 

I think as 1 grow older, that a lot of what passes for religious education, both at 
home and in the church, is abusive. 1 have met too many darnaged people, 
psychologically scarred, by what they have been told and what they have been 
required to do. Someday, 1 hope this kind of abuse will be considered as seriously 
misguided as physicd and sexual abuse are considered today. 
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George refers to this eariy religious experience as a harsh experience. When 

issues of sexuality and sin are brought up with other clergy, George immediately 

experiences a kind of flashback to the fear and harshness of his earIy exposure to the 

faith. It was this early experience that led hirn to cling to a religious conservatism for 

such a long period into his adult l i k  

"1 was a notorious conservative." he says. "1 resisted d l  learning which was 

outside the box of a kind o f  theological security. in order to still the Storm within, you 

had to have secured the faith, without." This extemai point of reference for faith, was to 

him, the source of harshness and control in his faith. 

"1 think I was abused because something was imposed upon me that didn't 

belong to me. 1 was alrnost made, you rnight Say, to take ownership of sornething which 

wasn't mine." 

This state he sees in contrast to his present orientation to faith where, 

It is an ongoing, growing part of one's iife experience, and therefore, it is not 
something that one person or even one institution, c m  impose upon another 
person. If you try to impose your faith, and Say, "You must believe these things," 
and require that of somebody, then you are exerting your power over that person, 
and abusing that person. 

It is here that George depicts how his new found orientation in faith, is 

fundarnentally different from the old. 

It is not a reorientation, a moving fiom one point of certainty to another point of 
certainty, but a whole reorientation, a new understanding, of how faith is 
expressed and lived. It is not a closed system anymore. It is a part of one's life 
experience, and therefore, it is not something that one person or one institution 
can impose upon another person. 

This, for George, is the fundamental starting point for a healthy, non-abusive faith. It is 
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the foundation for a faith which is psychologically and religiously healthy. 

5. Ministry: A Fundamental Reorientation to Joy 

In summary, George has gone through a fùndamental reorientation in his rninistry. 

His own Life experience and the challenge of integrating the events of his life with his 

ministry, have meant a conversion in him. It was a conversion towards the abandonment 

of a faith characterized by isolation, harshness and rigidity, to an embracing of a faith 

characterîzed by openness, mutuality and authenticity. This change fundamentally 

altered him, and his ministry. It made him available as he had never been, to the 

experience of joy in himself, and joy in hïs response to the message, '?O explore the 

possibilities of the filness of life that Jesus came to bring." 

4. Sheila 

Ministry: The Determination to Value and Affirm 

Sheila has had approximately twenty-four years in pastoral ministry. She is in her 

Iate forties, married for twenty-five years, and the mother of two teenage children. 

A. PROFILE 

1. Early Life Experience 

Sheila was born in a rural village in Atlantic Canada, the oIdest of five girls. Her 

M e r  was a manager in a local food production and processing plant, and carried on 
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family responsibilities in the home. Centrai to Sheila's existence fiom the beginning, was 

that, "1 grew up always knowing God's presence. I cannot remember a time in which 

God was not of greatest importance in the life of my parents, and in my life." 

The church was an important part of her Iife fiom the begianing. Her grandfather 

was a leader in the church, her father, a Sunday School Superintendent, and both parents 

were Sunday School teachers. Her family participated fulIy, in the life of both the local 

church, and the local community. Whife not weIl off financially, the farnily was weaithy 

in the quality of its relationships. 

The rnissionary culture was strong early in Sheila's experience. She remembers 

missionaries returning fiom other lands. They often spoke in her church, and one even 

gave her the persona1 gift of a snake skin. The church brought the world to her doorstep, 

and her to the doorstep of faith. At age ten, "1 made a cornmitment to Christ." It was a 

very powerful experience, confirmed by the minister's message, "you may be ten, you 

rnay be just very little children, but we believe that there is something powerful 

happening in your life." For Sheila it was "very much of an affirmation, and I took it 

very senously." 

Sheila's young religious life was devout- She talks about her father's prayers, and 

how sometimes he would fall asleep while praying, kneeling at the side of the bed with 

his children. At the same tirne it was a religious Iife open to, and very much a part of, the 

wholeness of community life. She becarne aware of another sort of Christian piety when 

she went to another province, and discovered that these Christians did "not go to drive- 

ins, did not play cards, even Crazy Eights, did not go to movies, and did not dance." For 
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her, these activities were part of growing up. Neither her faith, or the faith of her family, 

was focused on restriction. 

One important part of Sheila's early life expenence, was her awareness of the 

emotional struggles of her mother. Because of this emotiond turmoil, Sheila's rnother 

felt it necessary to seek professional heIp. Sheila becarne aware of negative attitudes in 

the church, as she heard disparaging remarks made about her mother's decision to seek 

help outside the church. This initially caused her confusion, but as time went on the 

experience was pivotal in helping Sheila understand the importance of mental and 

emotiond health in every person, and the need for many kinds of community support. 

Her understanding of these issues, influenced her f%ith and her ministry, throughout her 

Me. At the time, due to the specific circumstances in the home, Sheila, at this young age, 

took on more responsibilities particularly in the care of the younger children. 

A strong characteristic of Sheila's experience throughout her early schooling, was 

involvement in a range of social activities and organized programs. She was imrnersed in 

the programs of the church, Sunday school, C.G.I.T., church camps, and later, with 

regional and national Christian youth organizations. She developed a vibrant social Iife, 

but her reIigious Life continued to foster her growth in awareness about the needs of 

people, and about those who were less fortunate. This concem was numired by her 

family's conviction to be open and caring towards those both inside and outside, the 

church, particularly towards those experiencing difticulty. 

In grade eleven Sheila went through a significant learning experience. She and a 

fiiend discovered they had a teacher who was grading them inappropriately. They would 
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receive different scores for the same answers. They investigated on their own, and 

discovered the teacher was not marking their tests according to their answers, but 

according to scores on IQ tests which had been conducted years earlier. The discovery 

was devastating. She learned at some point, that the instnictor had been experiencing 

emotional difficulties, and responded to the stress of his work in this way. He was 

reiieved of his duties. The downside was Sheila's discovery that she had scored lower 

than expected on the I.Q. tests, a result due to an illness she was experiencing at the time 

of testing. Since she was feeling dispirited, especially because of plans to attend 

university, Sheila's mother persuaded ber to take I.Q. testing to relieve her anxiety and to 

prove herself. The result was positive, and relieved, Sheila felt empowered to continue 

with her educational goals. The effect of this expenence was far-reaching. "It was a 

really p o w e f i  issue and it really helped me be aware of labeling, and what it can do to a 

person. My experience taught me how destructive and non-creative labeling is." Sheila 

acknowledges the whole experience led her and her friend to feel anger about the issue of 

fairness and justice implied in the situation. It also alerted her to the fkagility of self- 

esteem when an individual is devalued, even when the devaluing is ,;purious. 

At the sarne time, for Sheila, this was a M e r  expenence, illustrating the need to 

provide help, and show compassion towards persons experiencing mental and emotional 

difficulties. She also recalls in grade school, making a special effort to help a young man 

who was being labeled and bullied by others. All of this was contributed to a growing 

sense in her, of the fi-agility of emotional health, and the importance of a sense of fairness 

and justice in life, especially for those who may have suEered in some f o m  or another. 



2. Young Adult Life Experience 

Sheila had a very active and truly enjoyable experience throughout much of her 

college expenence. Her Grçt real proposal of marriage occurred in high school, and when 

she moved on to college, her social Iife continued to be fulfilling. She was president of 

the regional church youth organization, and she took on leadership responsibilities to 

speak in churches in the Atlantic Provinces. She participated in the chapel choir, and to 

broaden her expenence, attended Catholic m a s ,  and because she was needed, drove the 

Catholic students to their retreat. In the process, she completed her undergraduate 

program in psychology. 

The chapel was a centre of spiritual growth for Sheila during her time at the 

college. The chaplain was a real mentor, "a quiet man who had a deep appreciation for 

worship, and who was able to relate the Bible to what was going on at the university." 

Sheila also met a young man who was a self-proclaimed Manrist-Leninist, and 

living an alternative lifestyle. She was fascinated by hun. The relationship ended when 

Sheila made a decision that, hstead of staying out West with her &end, she would 

explore M e r ,  her religious and spiritual interests by taking courses back home at the 

seminary . 

Her decision to take courses at the seminary was based on Sheila's interest just to 

"do a year of training." She reports as well, that her parents' ongoing interest in their 

own educational experience in the serninary was an influence. She says of her decision 

and her experience, "1 went there, and felt right at home. It was a wondefil learning, in 
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that the emphasis on clinical training, 
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training which really appeded to me." She found 

and the way it was taught, provided her with a way 

to apply her undergraduate education in psychology, to the spiritual and religious impetus 

of her life. It was a fiindamentally positive experience because Sheila's intellectual, 

familial and spiritual aspirations were able to achieve a real measure of integration during 

this year of study. It was a time when she began to entertain seriously, the possibility of a 

calling to the vocation of ministry. 

Sheila encountered some issues in her decision-making processes towards 

ministry. She was aware that the cdling to the Church's pastoral ministry was still not 

the nom for women. Her mother had expressed some uncertainty about the 

appropriateness of women in ministry. Uncertainty about this direction was a general 

perspective. Wornen had gone into ministry, it is true, but most often towards specialized 

ministries, in the foxm of missions or chaplaincy. Rarely had they clearly directed 

themselves towards ordained, pastord ministry. There was no clear path, no clear 

message of support, fkom the world around her. She struggled with the direction, and 

made a promise to herseif that if she felt a sign, some extemal confirmation that her own 

personal aspirations were on the right track, she would continue to follow her aspiration. 

She expenenced this confirmation in the form of her accessing scarce living 

accommodations near the seminary, thus paving the way for her to undertake training for 

ministry. The door had been opened. 

During her second year at the serninary, Sheila began to experience certain 

problems related to personal circurnstances. She had developed a close relationship with 



a seminarian, T h ,  who was one year her junior in the program. D u ~ g  this second year, 

however, they broke off their relationship. Tim considered leaving the seminary, a 

decision which caused consternation among faculty and administration because he was 

seen to be an outstanding student. It was suggested to Sheila that she leave the seminary 

instead, attend another seminary, and thus salve this particuiar problem. Sheila 

expenenced these suggestions as derneaning to herself. Tt depressed her that those for 

whom she had great respect, would look to s d v e  this issue in this way. She felt 

devalued. 

A second instance of concern d d g  her seminary experience, was when the tirne 

came to take a church following graduation, it seemed that her name was not put forward 

for available placements. It was suggested she consider an alternative ministry. Later, 

when she did find a placement, it was suggested that Tm, to whom she was now 

engaged, rnight assume, when he had graduated, the pastoral leadership responsibilities. 

Sheila was deeply hurt by these seeming inconsiderate comments. She felt they 

showed a lack of respect for her, and a Iack of awareness about the value of ber 

contributions. They seemed as well, to be rmotivated by inadequate views of gender 

issues in the church. She acknowledges this. was a time when awareness of these issues 

was just beginning to b ~ g  about substantid change with respect to the place of women 

in the church. NevertheIess, the comments Left her feeling disappointed that fainiess in 

gender issues, even in her theological training, seemed not to be upheld. Generally, 

however, SheiIa had a very positive experience in her theological training. One 

specifically positive instance she recalls, was when she feared failing a course because 

personal circumstances prevented her from completing assignments. Unexpectedly, she 
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was given a full extension to complete her work a sign she felt, of God's grace. 

Sheila continued her primary interest in clinical training, taking various courses 

and clinical pastoral education programs withh psychiatrie and criminal justice 

institutions. The interest in mental and psychologicd health which had been part of her 

earber Iife, was, in this period, expanded and advanced. Chaplaincy was, at least during 

her theological training, always an option. 

Sheila continued her interest in missions, spending a six week short term mission 

in South hnerica. She notes, "From this South Arnerican summer mission, 1 had another 

experience of both the diversify of this world, and also, of our oneness in Christ." 

3. Experience in Ministry 

M e r  her graduation, Sheila was invited to be the pastor of a rural, three point 

charge. While her husband completed his theological studies, she worked as pastor of  

these churches for approximately two and a halfyears. She found the experience highly 

fulfilling and afEllTniag. "1 was energized by the mosaic of ministry oppominities - birth, 

funerals, youth groups, visitation, preaching, counseling, weddings and so on." Because 

of this expenence, her direction in ministry began a more significant shift from the idea 

of chaplaincy, to pastoral ministry. 

Sheila also experienced the onset of her first pregnancy with great joy and 

excitement. But it was a molar pregnancy and there would be no baby. Added to this, 

was the cd1 she received to undergo chemotherapy for pre-cancerous cells in her uterus. 

"1 was angry at God that 1 didn't have a baby, and even rny thesis work on grief and 



death, did not lessen rny pain and loss." 

After her hrst two and half years of ministry, Sheila's husband received a cal1 to a 

church. Sheila fomd the change very difncult. "It was an emotionally very difficdt time 

for me. 1 was depressed, because 1 really missed the joys of pastoral work preaching, 

visiting, and counseting. 1 grieved over the loss of pastoral responsibility." It did not 

make it easier, that Tim, because of his own personality, and the intensity with which he 

approached responsibilities, found the pastoral bc t i ons  emotiondly draining. Their 

differing reactions to the requirements of pastoral ministry were M e r  cause for Sheila's 

feelings of ioss. At the same time, these differences provided a signiflcant exposure to, 

and persona1 learnuig, about the way in which personality affects expectations about 

career, life fulfillment, and decision making. Comments which were sometimes made to 

Sheila at this stage, that she shodd be satisfied in the role of ccpastor's wife," were 

especially unwelcome and grating. 

About this time, Sheila was asked to take an interim chaplaincy position in a 

psychiatrie hospital, a term wliich lasted about one year. Here she becarne aware of 

hospital politics, and the extent to which role and circumstances, can determine how one 

is perceived. It was not always easy. She found she was able to use her knowledge from 

clinical pastoral education to help process the experience. 

During the foilowing year, S heila worked on her Masters program, and conhued 

to study in the area of clinical pastoral education. She also found m a t i o n  working in 

a small rural church. "1 felt like 1 was doing ministry again. There was a great sense of 

family in that chuch. We skated after church, ate meals together, celebrated birthdays, 
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had youth groups etc." There were some leadership issues within the church, but, 

As 1 met with people in their homes, and helped them see that their gifts were 
needed, it made a real difference. We met with the families and looked at areas of 
ministry where we could delegate to others, and enhance participation. We were 
able to fmd a place for everyone in the Church. It was a kind of miracle we were 
witnessing. 

As well, Sheila began to work as a clerk in a Christian bookstore. She found it 

curious, the extent to which she was treated in a patronizing fashion by sorne customers. 

Where she did find ~f i11ment  was in how often she was cdled upon to counsel those 

arnong the staff who were in need. She varied her work by visituig and teaching in local 

hospitals. One specific involvement was the counseling of several ministers who were 

working in team minisiries, and who were having difficulty with the issues of parïty in 

their relationships with their senior ministers. "While trying to help them work through 

some of their pain and dynamics, 1 also privately thanked God that 1 had never been 

called to tearn mùiistry." 

Concurrently, Sheila completed a six month chaplaincy program at a children's 

hospital, working primarily with terminally il1 children. She had hoped that this would 

provide the basis for a Masters thesis. However, there were unforeseen "turf type" 

complications. She abandoned her first idea, and completed a thesis on pastoral care by 

denominational women clergy in Canada. 

Shortiy thereafter, Sheila was approached by a niend arnong her pastoral 

colleagues, who was looking for an associate to work with him in his large, town- based, 

congregation. Sheila hesitated, knowing what she did, through her counseling of 

associate ministers. With much reluctance, she agreed to an interview. "1 cned al1 the 
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way there." She was successfd, her name was put forward, and she spent five years in 

ministry with this congregation. 

WhiIe the rninistry itself was satisQing to Sheila, the time there was not without 

major problems. Firsùy, there were persona1 issues. She wanted to have a child, but this 

seerningly, was not to be. After beginning adoption procedures however, she became 

pregnant. The church was surprised because they had been toId she could not have 

children. As soon as the first child was born, Sheila's husband, Tirn, made the decision 

to leave the post-graduate studies he had been pursuing, and to stay at home to raise the 

child. Two years after the ikst child, a second was born. Sheila acknowledges that 

through those early years there was increasing stress, as she attempted to fulfil the 

demanding roles of both pastor and young mother. 

The team mh is t r y  was satisfactory, though not without the kinds of strains she 

had been exposed to in her counseling. The senior minister, after four years in tearn 

rninistry, resigned to take on m e r  challenges elsewhere. His leaving became the 

occasion for confusion, miscommunication and disappointment in Sheila's pastoral life. 

An intenm muiister seemed not to appreciate her role, and "downplayed my ministry." 

He resigned for health reasons, and a female minister was asked to replace him. Sheila 

found this relationship surprisingly supportive. She had assurned that a rnale/female 

balance in ministry was preferable. Her experience now disproved the assumption. "It 

was an extremely enriching time. There didnyt seem to be the power struggles, and we 

felt mutually supportive of each other's ideas and ministry." 

A further source of dismay awaited. Sheila was called to a speciaI meeting of the 
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pulpit cornmittee, but was disappointed to find that they had devised a new job 

description for the second pastoral role, one which limited the pastoral work to Christian 

education. This was a job description which excluded ministry in Sunday worship, 

visitation, weddings, h e r a l s  and service on many of the cornmittees of the Church. The 

position was made responsible to the senior minister, rather than to the board of the 

Church, This job description had been created while she was on vacation ostensibly 

because the church was anxious to secure as quickly as possible, the services of a senior 

minister. Those responsible for accepting the new job description, had been led to 

believe that Sheila was supportive of it. Sheila also feels that since she had been asked to 

fil1 in as acting senior minister until one was appointed, there may have been those who 

feared she was taking on too much of the role herself. 

Sheila reports that there were some signs that a few were becorning disenchanted. 

There seemed to be a few who felt it was time that she move to take a church of her own. 

She also encountered what she felt to be the manipulation of the will of one individual, 

who made it cIear to her, that he did not want her to continue, and would not support her. 

She resigned. It was a difficult time, and a hard leaming. She says, "1 am more aware of 

how we hurt each other in the Church. 1 hope that 1 am wiser in the ways of  

manipulation, but not bitter." 

Sheila, at this point, contemplated a chaplaincy, but within two weeks received a 

cal1 to a large suburban congregation as an associate. She has been in this position now, 

for over ten years. It has contained both the joys and stmggles of team ministry, but 

nothing which could not be resoived. Team ministry has been the focus of expenential 
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learning for Sheila. She reflects on the meaning of this for herself. In some ways, there 

is support available in this practice of ministry that does not exist in the solo process. But 

at the sarne time the processes of sharing ministry are in some ways, more demanding, 

because they involve the weaving of two intimate experiences of the vocation. 

Sheila has developed her role and function to fit the needs and interests of herself, 

the congregation and the senior rninister. Her family has grown up In this congregation, a 

particularly rewarding experience, as she has watched the spiritual growth of her own 

children, and of other families in the Church. She completed a Doctor of Ministry 

program writing a thesis which focussed on issues of personality difference in the context 

of worship. She has expanded her pastorate into the community, w o r b g  in areas of 

mental health, and more recently, with chaplaincy service in the police force. She hm 

continued her interest in missions, leading a group of members of the church in a 

commissioned mission to South Arnerica. 

This experience of missions, but also the intense leamhg which Sheila has 

experienced with team ministry, have led her to a new appreciation of the flexibility of 

ministry. She harkens back to the concept of %nt-making" rnînistry, as a symbol of 

ministry which is not prescnpted. This is a role which grows to meet the circumstance, 

and a ministry which does not follow an expected route. 

1 think it is that sense of the unexpected, that has surprised me in ministry. When 
1 have laid out where 1 think God is taking me, a door opens, and it leads to 
something completely different from what 1 have expected. This experience of 
leading has deepened me. 

As she says, "I'm excited to see where God will lead in the coming years." 



1. Ministry: Facing Obstacles to Valuation, Affirmation, Validation 

Sheila's mùiisterial experience cannot be divorced fiom her persona1 experiences 

of being valued and affirmed as an individual. This &mation finds its most articulate 

expression in the issues around her calling to Christian ministry- These sarne issues 

colour the form of the expression of her ministry throughout her career. 

She refers to her baptism as  a particular experience of personal m a t i o n .  She 

remembers the minister at the time, saying, "You may be just very little children, but we 

believe that there is something happening in your life." Sheila adds, "It was very much 

an open time of wanting to learn what the Bible had to Say, and what it meant to be a 

Christian. 1 took it very seriously." 

This sense of personal afnrmation was reinforced during a trying expenence in 

High School when a teacher was giving unfair marks, and when Sheila and her Wend 

exposed the injustice and unfaimess of his marking. This situation produced in her, an 

anxiety about her abilities. nirough fùrther exploration and testing, SheiIa felt able to let 

go her fears and to trust her own strengths to achieve what she wanted in life. The 

expenence had been a painhl one, but Sheila showed tenacity in exposing, at p e d  to 

herself, this injustice. In the end, she was able to satis@ herself about her strengths and 

her abilities. The experience made her particularly sensitive to processes of labeling in 

society, and in the church, and how such processes c m  devastate the self-esteem of the 

individual, particularly at a young age. 
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Towards the period of her decision making about ordination, Sheila felt a lack of 

sources of support for her considerations about a future in ordained rninistry. She had felt 

hesitation on the part of many who were close to her, about her chosen route and calliog. 

While women had been ordained, many had chosen placements of chaplaïncy, missions, 

or Christian education. There seemed to be more support for men in seminary training, 

than for women. Sheila, in considering her alternatives, looked for some sign of 

confirmation that this direction was the right one for her. It was a matter for her, of 

saying, "God, this will not be an easy road, because 1 need to have some assurance that 

you are calling me to ministry because there are certainly a lot of people around here who 

would not want me in this." Sheila looked for such a sign, a "Gideon's fleece." She 

found it, as the way was unexpectedly paved for her, to continue in her theological 

studies. 

A further stmggle which threatened the sense of her own self-esteem and value, 

occurred in the seminary. Her association with, and experience of training in, the school 

were extremely positive. But she experienced certain actions as highly tbreatening to 

herself and her calling. The first, we recall fiom the profile, related to the breakup of her 

relationship with her classrnate and the suggestions fiom those in authority, that she 

attend a different school to enable Tim to rernain. The second, was the occasion of 

finding a church placement after graduation, and the seeming obstacles put in her way to 

do this. These experiences have stayed with Sheila, and become experiential points of 

reference for her cornmitment to a ministry of support, affirmation, self-esteem building, 

and of mental health. These experiences also instilled in Sheila a high sense of personal 



182 

fairness and justice, and the desire to defend these within, and without the church. These 

chailenges, as they focussed both on gender issues, and on the issue of vocationaI 

identity, led Sheila to understand the vuinerability surrou11ding discrimination, and the 

extent to which persons are dependent for their growth and development, upon the way 

they are perceived by their communities. Sheila felt that these difficulties only served to 

strengthen her, to help her establish an independence of thought of action, and to enable 

her to Mfil the requirements of her calling without fear. "Later, when 1 encountered 

other people who felt that it was wrong for me, as a woman, to be in ministry, 1 had the 

assurance within, that 1 could carry on. 1 had to be true to my path regardless of what 

others decided." 

Sheila's first rninistry after graduation fiom seminary, was highly confirming. 

S he found that she was 'energized by the mosaic of ministry opportunities: births, 

funerais, youth groups, visitation, preaching, counseling, weddings etc. She found the 

mix of involvement and the range of pastoral opportunities to be exactly her f o m  for 

expression of ministry. When her husband was called to another church, and she left her 

own, "It was a very emotionally difficult time for me. I was depressed. 1 grieved over 

the loss of my pastoral work." She was highly uncornfortable with the role which some 

wanted to cast her in, of "pastor's wife." Sheila had felt the true and practical sense of 

her calling in the joy she experienced in what had been her first full time pastorate. The 

loss of it was devastating. She points out a criticai learning korn this. 

This loss was a vocational loss. I was no longer a pastor. The experience was 
very helpful to me because 1 had not, up to this point, had any understanding of 
how much of one's meaning and purpose, one's sense of identity can be tied up in 
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Her depression aiso led her to a deeper understanding of this area of mental health, and its 

place in pastoral care. 

The issue of women in ministry, was in the background of much of Sheila's 

expenence with the struggle of vocational identity. She expenenced what seemed to be 

the Church7s confusion in social and theological learning, about the place of wornen. The 

issue was raised as well, at her ordination hearing. The ordination committee spoke with 

two of her congregational leaders, asking them questions about Sheila, one of which was, 

"And , how do you fmd Sheila as a woman, rninistering among you?" Their answer, 

"What kuld of a question is that? That's not a relevant question, nor one we fée1 good 

about answering." 

Of her experience of being a woman in ministry, Sheila reports that there was no 

Wear  pattern for women in ministry." She adds, 

1 codd  minister in ways that some men may have felt uncornfortable. 1 could hug 
people more ofien. 1 could do things differently. It may seem strange, but 1 was a 
woman minister, and they didn't quite know what to expect fkom a woman 
minister. So, there was some fieedom, but it was both a struggle and a tirne of 
suffering. It was also a tirne of that sense of openness or potential. 

The greatest challenge to her sense of calling was her experience in the Middle St. 

Church. This was her first experience ministering in a Iarge town church, She was the 

associate minister, and maintained a good working relationship with the senior pastor. 

When he le& however, there seemed to develop a certain confusion in the church, about 

her role and expectations. Interim ministers were brought in, one of whom made 

disparaging remarks about her ministry. The pulpit committee called her in, and to her 
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surprise, produced a job description for her position which reduced her role, elimuiating 

many pastorai duties. The cornmittee had been led incorrectly, to believe that this new 

model was her preference. The job was going to be very much a position for a director of 

Christian education. She responded to the comrnittee, "There is nothing wrong with the 

job description as such. It is a good job description, but not the position for me. That is 

not what 1 was called to do." 

At the same time, while many in the church hlly supported Sheila, there were a 

few who seemed to feel differently, possibfy desiring to leave a ciean slate for a new 

ministry in the Church. She confkonted one member of the Church who pnvately told her 

that he could not support her M e r  in the church's ministry. "What have 1 done?" she 

asked. "1 just don't want you here." was the answer. Sheila resigned. For Sheila, this 

again was a challenge to her vocational identity. Her need to have her calling recognized 

had become a crisis point for her. It was the issue of her validation as a person, who is 

called to ministry,  which was at stake. She experienced the change in her job description 

as a diminution of her calling, and a devaluing of her personhood, training and ordination. 

ExperientialIy, it was not different kom some earlier experiences she had had. Sheila 

was unsure about tearn ministry. She considers it evidence of the humour of God, that 

having counseled clergy who were having signifïcant problems in their relationships with 

senior rninisters, she should be called into team ministry. Two thirds of her ministry has 

been perforrned using this model. The challenge of her ministry has been to honour her 

ordination and vocational identity within a team approach capable of doing this. It has 

been an experiential leaming because there are few guideposts traditionally, for 
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establishing the meaning of this form of ministry. A shared rnînïstry has both strengths 

and weaknesses. In light of the Middle St. experience, Sheila sought to establish 

processes of mutual respect and open communication. This meant a sharing of ministry 

first, to be able to support one another in their work, second, to be able to dserentiate 

roles and functions based on cornplementary skills and strengths, and tturd, to commit 

consciously, to the working out of a rninistry in relationship, equally and respectfilly . 

This was not an easy task. From her expenence, Sheila identified more specific roles 

which began to predominate. The minister was no longer the sole Leader. Much more so, 

the minister became an enabler, 

an encourager. These are roles with which I am most cornfortable. The servant 
role, or servantneader, facilitator, enabler, encourager; these would be the 
concepts that characterize rny ministry for the last twenty-four years. This is the 
way 1 have been called to ministry. These may not be roles for everybody, but 
fiom my understanding about who 1 am, my personality, and my understanding of 
scnpture, these are roles to which I am called. In a real sense, it was an enabling 
that Jesus performed as he taught his disciples to carry on his ministry. 

Again for Sheila, the nature of the calling is important. She is sensitive to the temiinology 

about ministry. 4 don't see myself as a staff person. 1 dislike the words, 'You are a 

staff person.' No, 1 am a minister and a pastor." 

Some have had difficulty with Sheila's sense of her calling, She notes that she 

has not been as forceful as some women who have gone into ministry, who have been 

more public in their request for recognition of their calling. But Sheila, in waging her 

own battle, has reached her own resolution. She has been true to her stmggle to integrate 

her life concerns and her ministry, to see her own ordination as a signal of the worth and 

value of persons, and through this, the meaning, for her, of ministry . As she says, "My 
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ministry has been more oblique that way, and I wodd Say my ministry is living out my 

cail in ternis of who 1 am, and some will be able to Iive with it, others are never 

reconciled to it-" 

2. Ministry: Difference and Marginality: VaIuing, Appreciating, and Empowering 

One of the main themes of Sheila's rninistry has been the valuing and 

ernpowering of those within and without the church, who have struggled because of 

challenges in their lives. The effect of these challenges has been seen to stigmatize, and, 

in some cases, to margindize their lives. These persons may then !xl the emotional, 

psychological, or econornic resources to cope well with their circurnstances. 

Her sensitivity to this element in ministry stems in part from her early experiences 

in her family and in her schooling. The first areas of sensitization was through her 

mother's emotional issues. Sheila learned at a young age, the impact of these problems 

on the individual and the family. She learned to understand these issues, and to respect 

the needs represented by them. She also learned the importance of the range of 

community supports needed to address emotional issues. "1 learned the true rneaning of 

empathy." 

Sheila also learned how stigma compounded the difficulties experienced by the 

individual. She observed the element of subde disapproval from church members who 

believed that, "If Mum loved Jesus, that should be enough." There should be need for no 

other support. The disapproval was a shock to Sheila as she considered its source. It 

identified a failure in tolerance in the church, which she would experience again in her 
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Sheila's family always showed a specific care towards those less fortunate in the 

comrnunity. She remembers, 

My parents wanted to help those that were finding it difficult in life, and so we 
would have different people corne and visit al1 the time. One night a dntnk man 
knocked on the door, and rny parents were out. He wanted to know if we had any 
vanilla I said "1 don? think so." 1 Iearned even at an early age, that there were 
certain things about people that needed to be addressed in a careful and 
considerate way. 

When in grade seven, she remernbers: 

watching this young guy who was very rnuch of a social misfit, and being made 
fUn of. 1 was so angry about the way he was treated. A couple of us, 1 don? 
know that we handled it al1 that well, spent time with him, walked beside him and 
made sure that the others weren't acting spitefully towards him. We didn't want 
others to get away with their cruel behaviour. 

Sheila, fkom a very early tirne, was conscious of the debilitating effects of "labeling." 

The negative power of labelhg has informed the advocacy, which is characteristic of her 

understanding of ministry. 

The impact of labeling hit home personally, when she encountered it through the 

strange marking techniques of ber high schoo1 teacher. He was using old IQ scores to 

determine current marks in his subject. Sheila felt doubly labeled, fk t ,  for the poor 

marks she was receiving, and second, for the low IQ score which had been recorded 

several years earlier. Only with the special efforts of her mother, was Sheila able to 

assure herself of the inaccuracy of the scores, and to begin the process of rebuilding her 

self-esteem. Tt was an issue of personal injustice which would stay with her, and which 

would inform her understanding of Christian ministry. Her own vulnerability to the 



power of extemai messages, helped her to appreciate that power in other labeling 

messages, communicated by church or community to those who had not the resources she 

had, to assess them properly. 

Sheila's special interest and care for those sunering the pain of  emotionai illness 

continued and grew as part of her life and ongoing ministry. She studied psychology in 

her undergraduate years. S he did volunteer work in a nearby hospitai for those with 

mental illness. She became committed to the clinical pastoral education program within 

the seminary structure, and completed many twelve week programs in a range of 

institutional settings, prisons, mental health institutions, and a children's hospital. She 

researched the issues of terminal illness in children. At the back of her mind, she always 

considered a chaplaincy as an alternative to pastoral ministry. She believes strongly in 

the concept of the ccfellowship of pain." 

The concepts of pain and suffering are part of what Christ did and who He was, as 
the suffering servant. Christ uses this. 1 think, that in our weakness, He is able to 
give strength. It is through our pain and suffering that often times we are most 
connected with people. I think everybody has their own pain and suffering, if 
they live in this world. Their pain and suffering can be used by persons to enable 
them to be like Christ, the SufEering Servant. If we are t d y  going to minister to 
people, we have to have some idea or understanding of their woundedness. 

She points out, for instance, that her experience of the loss of her own child, her 

experience with chemotherapy, and her experience of the events mentioned above, have 

enabled her to have more direct access to the suffering experience of others. 

values aspects of her experience, for her ministry . 

Sheila 

People allowed me to have fellowship with them at a deeper level because 1 had 
experienced the questioning that cornes with cancer and the rotten experience of 
chemotherapy. 1 thank God that 1 had that experience. 
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Her perspective has also helped her integrate her leaming processes around these 

issues. 

She learned to appreciate the value of the many sources she brought together, counseling, 

psychiatry, and pastoral care, to enrich rninistry. She learned through the experience with 

the high school teacher, that often victimization begets victimÏzation. His act of labeling 

had occurred out of his own mental heaith problems. 

Sheila crossed barriers to enrich her experience and rninistry. She was open to 

truth fÏom whatever its source. She learned to perceive with the eyes of the other. She 

saw opportunities for the valuing of perçons particularly where they were being devalued. 

She accepted the rîsks attached to carrying out this ministry. 

1 think that if God says he wants us to have abundant lik, then he wants us to 
work through our fears and doubts, our experiences of being labeled. He is 
saying, we are precious, we are important. The Scripture says, "1 will never leave 
you or forsake you." 

Sheila identifies that in order to cary out this muiistry, what is required is a 

fundamental trust in God. It was this trust, communicated by her family of origin, that 

enabIed her to confrcnt successfully, the challenges she experienced early in her pastoral 

rninistry . 

Sheila speaks specifically, about the valuing of the undervalued, championhg the 

underdog. She talks about her current day's activity. 

This morning 1 was with a gentleman who had worked as a volunteer in another 
church for the last year, helping the caretaker, just making the church a nicer place 
to be. He talked about the hurt he felt because he didn't get any recognition for 
his work, and because he was seen as ''just, well somebody who was on disability 
anyhow." 
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This illustrates, for Sheila, the problem of justice and fairness in life. What happens 

when one person is valued over another? "1 Say to rny children, 'Life is not fair," and it's 

not. But as Chnstians or muiisters, we are called to be just, in a world that isn't always 

just." 

Sheila thinks theologically about what it means to champion the underdog, and 

she understands this Eom her past experience. "It is that understanding which has made 

me sensitive to the needs to cal1 forth justice for those people who don? have a voice of 

their own." She relates it to her experience with the high school teacher. "1 experienced 

a range of feelings about this situation. I was both the person with no voice, and then 1 

discovered my voice." She is gratefid to her mother who af6rmed her at this crucial time, 

despite the fact that her mother had also suffered- In spite of her own low self-esteem, 

"Mum was very af&ming of my self-esteem and my value." 

Sheila's sensitivity to the issue of difference has several sources in her experience. 

Difference, in her mind, embraces both the idea of personality difference, and of power 

differentiai in the social reairn. Difference in personality was the focus of her doctor of 

ministry thesis on worship. Personaiity difference was a criticai component to Sheila's 

experiences at the beginning of her ministry. Her early relationship with her husband 

faced her with the importance of recognizing diEerences in gifts, talents, orientations. 

Ministry, she discovered early, was very different, based on the individual's personality 

and preferences. The working out of the recognition and valuing of these differences, 

was integral to the growth and development of her mariage relationship with Tim. 

It was also at the centre of the mode1 of ministry which she developed and 
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fostered throughout her career, that of team mutistry. Learning to recognize weaknesses 

and strengths, to consciously build a shared rninistry based on these differences w a  

challenging and rewarding. Referrhg to her consecutive team ministries, she shares, 

George and Duke are very different personalities. George was more 
confrontational. Duke doesn't do that as much. He states where he is and stops at 
that. My husband, Tim, is very dif5erent than 1 am- 1 think how 1 understand that 
in tenns of rny concept of the nature of ministry, is that i f s  not a cookie cutter 
situation. We have very unique ministries depending on our personaliiy types. 

Sheila has found the concept of personality type particularly useful in idenqing 

dBerence in the gifts each person brings to ministry. The concept also helped her in her 

marriage to Tim. "It helped me to understand early in my marriage, that Tim and 1 did 

not thirik the same way about our world." And about her current team ministry 

relationship, she says, "As Duke and 1 CO-pastor, people watch our relationship, for they 

see that God has called our diffèring gifts and personalities into a partnership of 

ministry." 

For Sheila, ministry which recognizes also recognizes the power 

which belongs to each person, the power of their own identity. Sheila's struggles over 

the recognition of her rninistry, were, in part, a power stniggle, to have the power of her 

own vocational identity recognized. This is the power of personhood and of self- 

recognition which vulnerable forces church society. 

"There are people within the church and outside the church who want to take not 

only their own space, but somebody else's. Whether it is with myself, or somebody else, 

if you allow them to, they will take that power from you." 

She recalls an individual in the serninary who talked about being a martyr for 
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Christ. He claimed that if you were not a martyr, you were not fulfilling the requirement 

of faith. Sheila felt he was atternpting to impose his own understanding, and in the 

process take away the power of others, to live their own vision of faith. In the present, 

Sheila talks about empowering an individual who has corne to find a specific service in 

the Church. He has been separated f?om his wife for ten or twelve years, c a ~ o t  afford a 

divorce, and wants to make a covenant with his current partner. Sheila is aware the 

request poses difficulties in what is seen to be acceptable. But, "This man has lung 

cancer, both lungs, and the doctors give him a year to live. He wants in some way to Say 

to this woman, '1 love you,' and she needs to hear that. They want to have some blessing 

by God in the midst of it d1." Providing the service of the church to celebrate this love, 

and empowering the spirits of these two people is a mandate for Sheila. This is the kind 

of valuing and empowering Shei ta supports in her ministry. 

4. Ministry: Wholeness, an Embracing of God's World 

Sheiia's early life was an experience in wholeness. She embraced the world she 

lived in. The church was an integrai part of her cornmunity. Her family, her church, her 

cornmunity were an integrated supportive and tnisttvorthy environment. "Coming fkom a 

small community, the church and school were very much an extension of my home and 

family." This integration of her world is sumrned up in her comment about her early 

As a pre-elementary cliild, I was instilled with a sense of God's presence. 1 never 
knew the absence of God. Praying to God was part of the fabric of my existence. 
1 think that Dad's falIing asleep, and then us waking him up in a non-threatening 
way, gave me a sense that spirïtuality was not sornething separate fiom day-to-day 
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living, but an integrai part of the c'woven cloth" of my life. 

Missions too, was part of her consciousness very early. She felt singled out when, 

in grade five, a missionary retuming fiom half way round the world, gave her as a gift, a 

five-foot cobra snake skin. "1 was so glad 1 was the only kid that had gone to this 

missionary thing. He picked me out then, as somebody special, and gave it to me. 1 think 

that was an influence for me in terms of love for missions." This love has continued 

throughout her career with various short terrn commitments to missions primarily in 

South America. But it is more than simply a cornmitment to missions, it is a view of 

God's relationship with the wortd. She has, in recent months, taken on a chaplaincy role 

with the police. She relates it to missions in a kind of summary statement. "Having the 

South American and police experience allows me to reaffirm, 'This is my Father's 

world,' and that rninistry should embrace both the home, cornmunity and world 

cornrnunity." 

Referring back to her early experience, Sheila acknowledges she was not raised in 

a restricting environment indeed, she and her family embraced enjoyment in their lives. 

"There was a lot of fieedom. We started going to dances, 1 think probably when I was in 

grade five." Sheila was fully involved in activities both in her church and her school. 

Once attending university she used every opportunity to explore difference in life, and at 

the same thne, aff~rrning her own values and commitments. 

There was a positive recognition that God's world did not begin and end with her 

or her church. Other messages fiom other sources might well be worth listening to. Ber 

mother's legacy was to Iegitimize human support whatever its source, and the wisdom to 
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understanding, to sources of help, and to a view of the wholeness of life, in the following 

way : 

1 believe that God uses the heart, soul, mind and strength. If truth is fiom God, 
then that tmth has been communicated in many different ways. From the faith 
point of view, 1 leam truth fiom the Bible. 1 also believe that tmth cornes fkom 
experience. My ministry is holistic. What my exposure to psychology and 
clinical did, was, hopefully, to rnake my rninistry more whole. God cails us to 
minister to the whole person. 1 don? have to be a psychologist or sociologist, but 
if those tniths are available to me, then 1 want to use them to be the best minister 
that 1 can be. 

Sheila identifies another area of her sense of the integration of Me. This is with 
- .  

her own farnily. The family, too, is a source of leaming and tmth. 

My children also helped me to understand more clearly my relationship with God, 
my heavenly Parent. Tim was supportive of m y  ministry, and together we tried to 
weave the fabric of our Lives with our children, each of us sharing our parenting in 
different ways. The concept of integrating the sacred and the secular in ministry, 
is important to me. Al1 of life is to be lived in the presence of God. 

The wholeness which is so much a part of Sheila's sense of herself in the world, 

also informs her understanding of ministry. When she talks about ministry as embracing 

the 'mosaic' of life, it is this totality of life expenence which is the focus of ministry, the 

range of experience in individual, family, community and global dimensions. It is an 

integration and wholeness understood in terms of God's relationship with creation. 

5. Ministry: an Openness to the Unexpected: Grace 

Sheila has experienced the unexpected in her ministry. It has been the bearer of 

grace for her. She recalls an incident which occurred in one of the srnall churches she 
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the son of another single morn, in a very poor light. The daughter had told her mom, that 

this youth was involved with drugs. Fearfiil, the daughter's rnother passed the word, and 

made enquiries. The mother of the young man was deeply offended. In tirne the whole 

community becarne polarîzed around the ensuing dispute. Both mothers were adherents in 

the church, but reconciliation became an increasingly distant hope. Sheila tried hard to 

bring resolution. "1 talked to one and then I tal.ked to the other and we diddt  seem to be 

getting anywhere." Sheila's perception was that both were struggling, both wanting to do 

their best by their children, and both feeling devalued. Sheila did not know what to do. 

She about it, and arranged for the two mothers to come together. The result, 

1 just sort of sat there, and said, "Could you two take a little bit of t h e ,  and just 
share some of your pain." They started taking and 1 just sat in thek presence, for 
what became, for me, a miracle. They talked, they cried, they both talked about 
their struggles of being a single parent, one saying this, the other that. What it 
taught me is that God is indeed, in the business of miracles, and sometimes, if you 
can just sort of set things up, then the process will let God do the work. What it 
taught me about rninistry, is that we are to be present, and we are to be prayerful 
and that we don't have to be in charge. We just have to do o u  little part, and 
often God carries on from there. 

The experience taught Sheila that rninistry was often simply paving the way for God's 

grace, by providing the loving space. 

Sheila experienced the unexpectedness of God in several ways. In her seminary 

training, whatever stniggles she experienced, she felt she came through afnrmed and 

strengthened. "1 don? have to push myself in ministry. God can open doors, even when 

the doors seem closed." Her comment on the pain she experienced in the loss of her 

unborn child, and the suffering involved in the chemotherapy, is that these experiences 
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when she had to leave a church she loved, to follow her husband in his calling, led to 

depression. This too deepened her ministry in the area of emotional pain. These were 

expenences which Sheila understood as unexpected moments, of grace. 

One of the phrases Sheila uses to describe the style of her ministry is, "To bloom 

where you are planted." Not al1 dreams, not al1 expectations, not al1 pians, corne to 

hi t ion.  When she started working in the Christian bookstore, she had no inkling that 

some of her most significant pastoral counseling to that point, might take place in this 

venue. The venue for ministry, she says, is not the point. 

I think that in some way, we are very cloistered in our Churches. Even more so is 
this true of clergy. Being a minister doesn't always have to fit a certain mould, or 
a particular model of ministry. The concept of the 'tent-making' rninistry, is 
useful, 1 think. This model sets you down in the middle of the world, rather than 
having a sense of being set apart, or cloistered. 

About her stint in the bookstore, 

The experience impressed upon me that my ministry is not confined to a Church, 
to a geographîcal location. God could use me in my tent-making minisûy. 1 was 
to bloom where 1 was planted. The manager of the bookstore encouraged my 
rninistry. 1 would want to be an encourager for others, in their ministry, whether 
inside church walls, or in the community. 

This is a concept of openness both to the leading of God, and to responding to need, when 

and where the cal1 cornes. 

When Sheila was caIled to her first major team ministry it was unexpected. It 

was, to her, a bit of a joke, God's joke perhaps. Following His lead taught "me the joys 

and struggles of working in team ministry," and at the same time, helped her grow in 

wisdom and knowledge about the nature of this form of ministry. The openness to God's 
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unexpectedness, was also the willingness to risk response, to explore, and to be fiee for 

being led. "1 am on a joumey and 1 want to explore what God has given me in that 

joumey." 

Being open for the unexpected, for Sheila, has also meant the development 

sense of acceptance of limitation, a willingness to compromise her own expectations. 

People, institutions, churches wiü not dways be what one expects. 

God is fair, but life is not fair. Work with what you've got rather than what you 
haven't got. You c m  aclmowledge your pain and work with your pain. You can 
know how your pain hm wounded you, but don't have to let it overwhelm or 
control you. 

And again, "for me, it's how can 1 [ive most creatively with my world and in the midst of 

some of the obstacles." 

Learning this holy compromise has been difflcult for Sheila, but it has released 

her to live out her ministry with optimism, a sense of celebration, and a fundamental 

commitment to the valuïng of each person's experience, dong with an openness to God's 

humour. 

S. Peter 

Ministry: Acompanando: A Ministry of Being With 

Peter has been ordained in the priesthood for approximately thirty years. He was 

the middle child in a family of seven; one older and one younger brother, two older and 

two younger sisters. His older brother died suddenly when Peter was in high school. 
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A. PROFILE 

1. EarIy Life Experience 

Peter was bom in a rural fishing village in the Atlantic Provinces. A s  he says : 

Our family life was simple and we were poor, economicdy. Dad worked at a 
number of jobs, as a fisher, labourer, fish plant worker, and for the last 27 years of 
his life, a worker in a plastics factory- Mom did not work outside the home but 
saw her vocation as fiil1 time wrfe and mother. 

Peterys earliest mernories are of his father leaving home on his 28 foot Tancook 

schooner, to spend the week on the fishing banks. In childhood Peter experienced both 

parents as hardworking and dedicated entirely to their children and their faith. "We kept 

a cow, hem and a pig in the early years. We burned wood and carried water fiom the 

well near the house. A potato and mùced vegetable garden was a yearly ritual." 

It was a warm and happy family Me, and very church comected fiom the start. 

Family, community and school were closely tied, and even the school, which was a 

public school, composed mainly of Catholics and Anglicans, was never far fiom a 

Christian orientation. Says Peter, "1 think I had the best of al1 worlds." Still, the family 

was poor by modem standards. Kis father, for instance, had to make a choice between 

fixing up the house or buying a car. He chose the former, and never knew how to drive a 

car. 

Peter, at age seven or eight, became an altar server. Because no one was around 

to do it, one day the priest enlisted him into service. He continued as an altar server till 

the end of high school. The family was heavily involved in church activities. His father 
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the whole farnily was involved in al l  kinds of ways. Catechism was every Sunday at 200 

p.m., and Peter would attend week after week learning the Baltimore Catechism as it was 

known. He reports: 

1 c m  only remember the fi~st few questions of the Catechism now, but 1 do 
remember the experience. 1 aiso remember the dedication of this man who did 
this very thoroughly week after week, and if you didn't Say the answer quick 
enough, he said it for yoy because everybody had to be covered. Somehow it dl 
happened, and it worked. 

About his ongoing responsibilities as an altar server Peter reports: 

1 became very familiar with the preparations for liturgy and enjoyed being there. 
Fasting fiom midnight, 1 more than once grew faint and had to leave for fkesh air. 
Yet 1 took the work seriously, and soon found myself in a kind of leadership role 
of teaching the younger members the details of the Tridentine mass. Working at 
the fair, performing in the Saint Patrick's Day concert or helping clean the 
cemetery, the 'McBrides' were there. The parish pnests always seemed dedicated 
and prayerful, and in their own kind of world. 

One area'of growing consciousness was a sense of the lower economic status of 

his family and comrnunity, especiaily through junior high and senior high school years as 

he mixed with young people fkom a much wider geographic area: "getting the feeling that 

they lived in nicer houses and, you know, were dressed a bit better, and kind of wrestling 

with that." 

Another growing area of consciousness, although Peter says he was a "late 

bloomer," was his interest in the girls among his coterie of fnends. He acknowledges the 

influence of the d u e s  of fis parents in enabIing him to move through adolescence 

withorrt major difficulty. 

One event which stands out is the sudden death of a cousin and Enend when Peter 
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was ten or eleven years of age. He had just fuiished speaking with his fiend on the way 

home fkom mass, and shortly after heard a gun shot. "1 waited for it ail to change and not 

be real." The whole community grïeved the loss of this young boy. 

Also at this time, Peter had a paper route for six or seven years. He remembers 

the impact of this as he came to know many of the aduits of the community, and as many 

of them also began to confide in him. He recalls his caring response to one destitute 

family who asked him for a short term loan to help tide them over the weekend. "But 

more importanly, 1 came to realize that people b d d  up a tnist with one another over a 

period of tirne. They would ofien share aspects of their lives that were important and even 

intimate at times." 

During his high school years Peter remembers enjoying his group of fiends, 

attending dances, meeting girls, successfülly socializing, "1 loved that time and continue 

to romanticize about it." At the sarne t h e ,  he continued to be aware of having less, 

thinking it a bit unfair, but not considering it a matter of injustice. Peter reports that in 

terms of personality, he was kind of shy and quiet, with a touch of Low self image. He 

continued active in the church, had the usual questions, and, in a kind of namil way, did 

consider the possibility of becoming a priest, speaking once to his parish priest who 

replied calmly, "Oh, consider it, think about it and pray about it." 

While aware of the strength of his and his farnily's cornmitment to their church, 

Peter was benignly aware of the other major denomination, the Anglicans. His best 

Wend was an Anglican, and through that fiiendship he became aware of the similarity of 

service and of dedication. What developed was a loyalty to his own, awareness of 
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difference, but no reaf feelings of discrimination against others. In high school, there was 

a much larger catchment area incorporating a significant Black community. He was 

aware of prejudice, and of the long term adjustment involved in c h a n a g  tks: " ~ t  took 

some work to recognize equality. 1 am not saying 1 always recognized it, but it was 

another one of those adjustments." Getting used to the city fok, as well as the forty 

minute ride to school every rnorning too was an adjustrnent: "My way of handling those 

things was to keep quiet and make it look like 1 knew what 1 was doing, even if 1 didn't. 1 

learned that early on, and 1 still use it." 

Two events were of major impact. The fikt was the death of his older brother. 

"The world came crashing down when my older brother, after three days illness, died. 

The whole family was devastated, and my mother grieved deeply." Peter found it 

difficult handling his own grief, and because his sisters were away, it was even more 

difficult trying to cope with his mother's inconsolable feelings. "1 don't think I did it 

very well. As I recall, al1 1 wanted to do is get back with my Eends and away fiom the 

house." 

A few weeks after his brother's death, Peter was in a car accident with a fnend, 

spending a week in hospital. His mother was distraught. It was not an easy time: 

The deaths of Çiends and brother caused me to think about life, its fiagility and 
meaning. I came to no profound conclusions, but belief in God, life after death 
and similar concepts, becarne very important. I maintained a regular prayer life, 
and asked for the grace to know where 1 was called to go. 1 steadily reflected on 
the possibility of ministry. 

One further influence, Peter notes, was that of a priest of the parish who was 

unique particulariy in the way in which he was especially interested in the youth, starting 
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youth groups, bringing in music and other such initiatives. He had some weaknesses, and 

eventually had to leave the parish. But for Peter, "He had a profound affect on me, in his 

ability to preach and his depth of knowledge of the faith. He was ahead of his h e ,  and 

would have loved the Second Vatican Councif, but he didn't live to see it." Something 

was out of place, and the pnest was assigned elsewhere. Peter reports that he and a fkiend 

helped the priest to move. "It was a difficult time," perhaps for Peter as well as the priest. 

2. Young Adult Life Experience 

Ironically, a small insurance policy on his brother paved the way for Peter to enter 

universi@. "Was this the mysterious hand of God? 1 have thought of that over the years 

without ever seeing it as a sadistic thing, but perhaps as something good coming f?om a 

trâgic event- There is a bigger plan here and 1 will never understand it fully." 

Peter still had the idea at the back of his mind of the possibility of seminary, and 

an undergraduate background was required in this region. He considered social work in 

tems of keeping options open, but saw the pnest in charge of vocations for the diocese. 

Peter wasn't sure about his calling, but the priest wisely responded: "You don't need to 

know definitively, but if you're interested, weY[l support you." 

This support continued to be strong. The diocese opened a residence for men 

going to university and undenvrote the cost of the lodging for those considering the 

priesthood. Peter lived there for two years, and found the cornmunity to be extremely 

positive. "niere were thirty-two of us, and we became a very close knit cornmunity. It 

was run like a little minor seminary with regular weekday mass together, momîng prayer 



together, and the guidance of a spintual director." I f  f eter stilI entertained doubts about 

the major step he was considering for his life, "This was a diocesan program that allowed 

me to move in that direction with a bit more ease, financiaIIy, communally and 

spiritually." The impact of this special residential experience was of such signincance 

that Peter gives it credit for his continued cornmitment towards priesthood. Friendships 

have remained even in Iater years. 

Questions remaiaed for Peter. "Could 1 Iive the celibate Ise? Did 1 want t o ? H e  

didn't want to, but the draw of priesthood remained strong. "1 never bumed any bridges, 

but 1 knew that deep inside, 1 felt a genuine calling. 1 remember being a Iittle upset with 

God for doing this. The cd1 was slow and not so steady." At the conclusion of his 

undergraduate studies Peter entered seminary still without his degree, an exceptionai 

situation because he needed special permission to move forward. Peter remembers the 

trip to the seminary, his first day, when his Mother took the trip part way with him, and 

wept, when she got out of the car. 

Peter entered seminary right after the Second Vatican Council. He reports: 

Seminary, with twelve fust year students, getting to know the ropes, wearing 
cassocks, ritual prayer, programs to acqua.int us with life in there; it seemed 
unreal. The rernnants of pre-Vatican II thought and style stiU pervaded. But it 
was a time of change. Every month, we could see things changing. By the 
second year the cassock had gone. We could Wear a suit, and by the end of the 
time there, we dressed casually al1 the time. Some guys remembered being 
taught in Latin, but by the time 1 arrived, it was al1 English, with the possibility of 
some French. Also we went fkom having sixty seminarians at the beginning of 
my k t  year, to twenty-two at the end of my fourth year. Some of the pnests who 
taught, were struggling with their vocation and unsure where they wanted to be. 
Some young priests of the diocese left the priesthood. The numbers are fewer in 
the seminary and generally there was a sense of upheaval after the council. The 
small group of us, now six before graduation, discussed these issues and joked 



about having a ticket on the Titanic. Yet, within the Church there was vitality and 
Iife. 1 went through stniggles, and questioned where 1 really wanted to be. At 
times, a feeling of loneliness came over me, a kind of "dark night of the seul-" 

Peter speaks about the impact of the Papal encyclicals: CcEvangelii Nuntiandi," 

about evangelism in the modem world; ccPopulorurn Progressio," about the progress of 

the people on issues of justice and dignity; and "Humanai Vitae," about the traditional 

teaching on the sacredness of life, contraception and such issues. Peter remembers a 

meeting with the well known pnest Father Bernard Haring, who was a %end to the Pope. 

In reference to some of these issues, Haring said to the Pope, "This is not ri& you 

know, 1 disagree with you on that," evidence thought Peter, of a new style for the Church. 

The years in seminary were not easy, and the final decisions about ordination even 

more difficult. 

1 became aware that the cal1 to rninistry was a grace and blessing, which canied 
with it, great responsibilities and a way of life that was not easy, but fulfilling. 1 
was growing in awareness of the church as the people of God, as a commuDity of 
faith. 1 was called tfirough the community . God was not working in a vacuum 
but through this people, even with al1 our sins and faults. 

Peter credits the Bishop with having the kind of vision of the church at that tirne, 

which motivated and supported those fewer men who were moving towards priesthood. 

Towards the end of his theologicd training he became a sub-deacon and shortly 

thereafter, ordained a deacon. As sub-deacon he took his vow of celibacy. He recalis 

corning out of the church and chapel, and turning to classrnates saying, "My God, what 

have we done." It was with a bit of humour, but at the same time, quite serious. Peter 

notes that his attraction to women never waned. Some years before, while in Toronto, he 

had fallen in love. Tt would always be an area of struggle and reconsecration for him. 
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Peter also recalls his s u m e r  ministry in the Cathedra1 Church. It was an 

experience which typifies his early niinistry, with emphases on youth work, baptisms and 

marnages. These were positive experiences and sigm "that 1 do belong here. I preach for 

the first t h e  and though it is not great, it is a s-" and there's Iots of support from the 

young priests around, and also fkiendships of couples and youtà 

The theological training was particularly invigorating during his last years at 

seminary. "There were new people coming in who were: tough, but relevant and current." 

He remembers also the newness orf Clinicd Pastoral Education; "Reg Craig, who helped 

us to do some interpersonal stuE, and 1 c m  recall some of those powerful moments; and 

Earl McKnight, a wonderhl man, so supportive and helpful to us." 

From his class, four were ardained in his diocese. "We were ordained in our 

home parish, overcrowded as it was, on a beautiful May day. It was a gala event and we 

celebrated it well. It was a celebration for family, parish and the Diocese, with a real 

spirit of hope and enthusiasm." 

3. Experience in Ministry 

Peter's f i s t  major appoindment was to a downtown church, " a lively new church" 

where he fûnctioned as assistant priest.. 

My first years 1 loved. 1 go t  to know many families with whorn 1 am friends yet. 
There was the feeling of belonging to a cornmunity, and a beginning to my own 
awareness that 1 did have gifis for ministry. It was also a time of adjusting to the 
role and function, cornhg to feel more strongly that 1 didn't need to be a "priest' 
by dress," every moment of my life. 

He remembers lots of growing pains, and "striving to keep in the right 
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relationship with people. There were lots of yomg women there in that parish who were 

just so delightfid and 1 remember saying to myself, 'Now, Peter, know your boundaries 

there.'" 

Peter recalls also tragic moments resulting in fimerds. He remembers one where 

a woman he knew was murdered in her littie store, "It was one of those things that 

impacted on me, not just the tragedy, but being with the family through that." And 

another, "going to a home one night to tell the family of the death of the husband at work; 

being with people in their most dinicult and tragic tirne. 1 think 1 have developed my 

way of being present in those moments in certain ways." 

On the other hand, Peter recalls his joy in working with youth. "We had all kinds 

of fun. We started a youth group and 1 recall borrowing a van, and getting this pool table 

fkom the police and setting it up, and ninnùig around organizing and doing al1 these great 

things which 1 loved." He reports it was the creativity of the ministry which was so 

enlivening. 

The next pastoral experience "changed my life completely." At this stage in his 

ministry, Peter wondered what to do next, sensing that he needed something new, 

adventurous. He had thought in the past of joining the Scarboro Foreign Mission Society, 

but had been persuaded of the need in the diocesan ministry. Now there was an 

opportunity to apply to go to Latin Arnerica. In doing so, Peter had no idea that the 

opportunity to go would be provided so promptly. Before lie knew it, he was off to a five 

year ministry. "1 would Say that in my whole twenty-nine plus years in m i n i s û y ,  that rny 

opportunity to go to Latin Arnerica certainly was one of the most outstanding events, and 



it has coloured my life in a most positive way ever since." 

He remembers arriving in the area of the mission: 

1 recall I learned enough to celebrate Mass in Spanish, but I couldn't preach yet. 
It was on Palm Sunday when we read both the gospel and the psalms, and then 
had a procession with the palm and olive branches. WeII, in Latin America, it 
takes on a whole different note. It takes on an authenticity that you would never 
feel here. We walked around the park that was outside the church, with kids 
walking with us and around us. They would just sort of join in, and some wodd 
leave. The dogs were there, some barking, other people were on bicycles, and we 
dl sang simple songs as we walked. The people seemed unconcerned about 
whatever they were waving in the procession. It was simple and basic, but 
beautifid in its way, and 1 thought ,"This is it. I think I have anived." 

This mission was where the authenticity of the Gospel became most alive for Peter. The 

mission moved into a small house which was just one more of the same row of houses 

where the people lived. There were wail to wall houses, ten metres wide and fifty metres 

deep, made of adobe and mud bricks, a generator for electrîcity, oil lamps and candles, 

water by pumping, with mice and cockroaches, dogs barking everywhere, and dust 

blowing . 

It meant so much, just getting to know the people, people who had such a depth of 
belief and faith. Often their concept of God was a very vindictive God, because 
they suffered so much, and yet, where else could they go? Their church 
connection was close but that varied too. But it was just being with them and 
working with the youth and just accompanying them, that was just the thing. It 
became more and more sirnply a matter of being with them. Baptisms were a very 
special time and celebrating marriages as well. But again, for me, it was the 
impact of the tragic funerals, and being with the people in their most difficult 
times: 1 became very close to the life there. 

Another major activity was in the building of the church. 

They had started out to build a simple little chapel. They didn't have the money, 
so we worked a deal with them of 5O/SO, but part of their 50 could be labour. I'm 
not sure how £ine that Iine got, but ofien it was more like 40/60 or 25/75 
depending upon their ability, but they felt that they were doing everything that 



they could. We worked closely with them. 1 remember doing these work bees 
with them on Sunday afternoons, plastering church walls, covering over the adobe 
and the women brhging the food and drinking chicha which is a corn beer, and 
just being part of al1 that. These were wonderful celebrations! 

This was a rninistry in the context of a special effort based on Pope John XXmYs 

statement that Latin America was a continent that was "baptized," but not yet 

"evangelized". The Pope requested that every diocese in North America and Europe 

make some kind of missionary effort to Latin America- For Peter, it was a matter of the 

rightness of where he was and what he was doing. 

I know that the council had said that the first ministry of the priesthood is the 
proclamation of the Good News. The sacramental ministry, that's second, but 
first of dl, we m u t  proclaim the Good News. And 1 think that we do that in our 
very formal preaching moments, but I sometimes think that it happens when we 
say very M e ,  when we are just being there, being part of a community of people 
who are struggling for everything that they get. 

Theologically, Peter had been exposed to the new Liberation Theology before he 

lefi for Latin America. It had raised questions in his mind, 

Are things redly that bad? Is there that much oppression? 1 had to work that 
through, but 1 caught something of it, and that's one of the reasons 1 thought more 
senously about making the move to go. Once in Latin Arnerica 1 met Gustavo 
Gutierrez, the leader of this theological thought, and also other Latin American 
priests who were very involved. They led me along, but 1 was still very rnuch 
immersed in this North American culture and life, and 1 probably still had some of 
the idea that 1 was going to be such a wonderfid help to these people. 

Speaking more broadly about his experience with missions, Peter muses that, 

Missionaries often went with the idea they were going there to give the message, 
and that is al1 that would be needed- "We have Christ and we're taking IHim to 
you." We went with a bit of that attitude ourselves at the beginning, but how 
slowly we leamed that we just go there, to be with them, and the gift that cornes 
from that. If 1 grasp that just a little bit, I thank God for that, because it was a 
wondefil thing for me. It changed my life. 



Says Peter, it really wasn't the point to change the people, it was he, himself who 

was changed. 

One other aspect of his ministry in Latin America needs noting. It was always a 

team ministry, with priests coming and going- The sirnplicity of living conditions, and 

the stnving to meet the needs of the people, required a tn ie  sharing arnong priests and 

sisters at a very fundamental level. Peter notes that currently, there are lay rnissionaries 

who have assumed primary responsibilities. 

As a h a 1  comment Peter reports, 

They taught me about faith in a new way. As 1 reflect upon it, it was my 
understanding of the Church which was most affected; the sense of the church as a 
community of faith, the sense of the presence of Christ in the gathered 
community. It was also experiencing that community arnong the poor where 1 
really understood the basic identification of Christ with the poor, and what that 
might mean for me. Ail of this kind of wove itself through my consciousness. 

Peter retumed home five years after he had lefi, just before Christmas. The r e m  

to Canada was difficult, a reverse culture shock. 

1 came home at Christmas and everything was just going crazy. 1 didn't go into 
the mall and start acting like John the Baptist or anything. After ail, 1 love 
Christmas, and 1 love a party, but still I was overwhelmed with the arnount of 
everything . 

He had asked the Bishop if he could go on a study leave. This expenence and study 

enabled him to manage much more evenly, the shock of retuniing to Canada, He 

attended a study program in Ontario, staying with a priest who had also been in Latin 

America. The group was very mixed intemationally, with AfÏicans, Americans, South 

Americans and Austrdians. 

It was a study of Scripture and social analysis of different aspects of the 



relationship of the third world to our local conditions. The Scripture came dive in 
that study more than it ever did in the seminary. It was really one of those very 
direct kind of leaming processes, a 'seeing', 'judging' and 'acting' approach 
similar to the method used in the Young Christian Student Worker Movement. 
Coming back from Latin America, and doing Scripture in that way that helped us 
to make sense of our experience in a deeper way. The teacher, now a Bishop, had 
great insights especiaüy into issues ofjustice and the Gospel* By the time 1 left 
there, 1 had gone through a process of re-entering and was anxious to get into 
parish life. 

Peter's next major parish responsibility was in a team ministry is a large town in 

Atlantic Canada, Coldlake. The major change worked through in this parish, was the 

process whereby two parishes which had been independently served, were now 

ministered to in a shared way. There was also the challenge of developing a stronger 

shared ministry with sisters who were assigned to the parish , and also developing a lay 

ministry within the parish itself. "We began working with non-ordained very closely as 

part of the pastoral team and beginning to understand what al1 of that meant." The 

maintenance of team ministry also had challenges in terms of the differing personaliîies 

of priests, but working on the awareness of those differences enabled the team to work. 

"It was tough at t he s ,  working with the other priest. We were so completely different in 

our personalities, an experiential type versus conceptual, myselfa P berceptive ) off the 

scale, and he, a high J (j~dging).~~' 

One other area of development in this church was the increased emphasis on the 

Christian initiation of adults. Peter suggests the emphasis was a result of the church's 

experience in Afnca. "We formed these small communities of people who welcomed in 

'OO~sabel Briggs Myers with Peter B Myers, Gifrs Dwering (Palo Alto, CA: 
Consulting PsychoIogists Press, Inc., 1980) 69. 



new mernbers. This was a powerful experience, to see that adult faith alive." 

About this time Peter had the good fortunate of participating in a trip to Israel 

with fnends and f d y .  Again it was an experience with which he credits a heightened 

understanding of Scnpture. "1 now had this seven years of pastoral experience, and 

seeing the placrs of the Holy Land made the issues of justice and poverty in the Scripture 

corne alive again, just as 1 had experienced in my earlier study at the Study Centre in 

Ontario." 

Peter reports that at Coldlake, he started to implement in a real way, the model of 

practice based on the Young Christian Student Worker model of "Act, See, Judge and 

Act." It was a model based on immersion into the life of the community. 

One experiences what is going on, seeing what is happening and reflecting upon 
it, as a kind of judging process, and based on the leaming, developing a new form 
of action. It was similar to the "praxis" model we used in Latin Amencan and 
which we experimented with in Atlantic Canada 

It had become Peter's normal way of working in pastoral rninistry. 

After six years of work in the parish Peter requested a sabbatical and was granted 

a year of study at a well-known Amencan Catholic university. His studies focussed in an 

area which had long interested him, liturgy. 

The more 1 studied in this topic area, the more 1 loved it, and, while not 
considering myseif an academic, entered into the program as best 1 could. The 
fieedom of living a more casual lifestyle with the break from pastoral 
responsibilities was refi-eshing. I ioved what 1 was doing partly because 1 had 
been presiding at mass for seventeen years, perforrning al1 manner of liturgies for 
baptisms, weddings, funerals, and other rituais, al1 of which were very symbolic 
and traditional. But this learning gave me the opportunity to really understand 
what worship and liturgy was dl about. The studies brought al1 of it together in a 
enlightening way for me, and I think renewed my confidence about what 1 was 
being called to do in ministry. 



Peter then returned to work in a smail parish in a fishing village. As well, he took 

on leadership duties in the area of liturgy for the diocese. He continued to be c o b t t e d  

to the fimdarnentals of pastoral ministry. "1 wanted to be with the people, that didn't 

change," but he also became involved in the Canadian Catholic Organization for 

Development and Peace, reviewing projects for funding in the third world. He recalls 

especially planning for a 'Meeting Place' worship service based on the concept of 

solidaxity with the third world. The focus was fisheries, both locally and in the third 

world. 

It was a wonderful celebration, 1 interviewed a local fisherman and it was like a 
prophetic statement: He was saying, "They don? realize this, but those big 
draggers are out there, they are destroying the stocks," and he named the things 
that did min the fishery. This was a man who has this simple way about him, not 
a complicated character, but a good man and a man who discerned well. 

For Peter, there were similarities he was discovering more and more, between the 

issues of the people of Latin Amenca, and the people who made up these smdl Atlantic 

paris hes. 

About this tirne, Peter's mother died- "It was probably the most traumatic thing 

that happened to me during my time in Little Bay." His nephew had died of cancer two 

years earlier and then his mother also died of cancer. 

Of al1 the fimerals 1 had, literally hundreds, this was by far the most difficult. It 
was an experience unlike any other. Murn was the matriarch, she had a way of 
knowing and directing us and we knew it as clea. as can be. 1 know ihat I saw 
things in a slightly different way after that. 

After three years Peter was appointed pastor to St. Judes, a very large parish of 

over one thousand families in a suburban area. The strongest impression was the 
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busyness, and the wide range of activities and responsibilities; "The place was so big, 

with a lot of coming and going. One of the challenges was trying to get a handle on 

things, and bring it together. At times 1 wondered, where am 1, and what am 1 supposed 

to be doing?" 

Two elements of work stand out here: building a pastoral team and supporting a 

lay rninistry. Peter helped develop the team ministry, hiring, as required, in the areas of 

pastoral support and Christian education. He also supported the developrnent of Iay 

ministry, paaicularly as he felt the ovenvhelming requirements in attempting to minister 

to such a huge congregation. There had been an active lay ministry, but Peter saw its 

value and encouraged its growth. Others reported when he left, "During your time here, 

we have come to know what it means to give pastord care, to be effective in hospital 

visits and visits to the home." Peter reports it was a large group of both women and men 

who performed this service and developed it in a way that really answered an important 

need at this time in the parish. 

In the past, it would have been seen very much as the pnest's role to take 
communion to the sick, and to make the first Friday visits and get them al1 in 
there and done. And, now there was this whole network of people, these faithful 
people fiom the cornmunity, who at Sunday mass come fonvard to prepare to 
make their visits to the sick. 1 encouraged them and they worked out. In this 
way, people's lives were being touched sacramentally, as well as pastorally and 
spiritually . 

Speaking more directly about his mode1 of ministry in this church he reports, 

"Because of its size, that was the only way rninistry codd happen, through 

collaboration." Peter speaks not only about the extent of sharing in pastoral ministry, 

and lay service, but also about his awe with respect to the quality of pastoral service 



being performed by those in this lay rninistry. 

I have never wanted to give the impression 1 believe that if lay people can perform 
a service, then it's not something 1 should do. If it needs to be done, let ail of us 
do it. And so often it was the women who brought something special to this 
ministry, who in certain moments, brought a gift. 1 remember one who performed 
such saintly seMce to an il1 parishioner, and when I was there, she said somehow 
that the value of the service was because of me. Not at dl. Ail I could see was 
how well she did, so much so, 1 learned fkom her. She made me feel more 
cornfortable in this particular pastoral setting because of her own strengths. 

1. Ministry: A Fundamental Pastoral Service: Acompanando 

Peler, fkom beginning to end, expressed his rninistry in a basic, clear, response of 

love for the people, through a non-judgemental process of  accompanying the people on 

their spintual journey, a fellow-traveler one might Say. He expresses this thought in 

t e m s  of his own development as a minister over many years, and in reflection on his 

various rninistries. 

To Say the least, my concept of minisw as an ordained priest has changed very 
much over these twenty-nine years. While I always had the idea that it was a cal1 
to loving service, to pastoral care in a wide sense, and a cal1 to preach the Good 
News, the way that I may do this in different situations, has changed. From an 
insecure young m m  who felt that I needed to have answers for everyone, 1 
gradually changed, to recognize that accompanying people on their jouniey of 
faith would b&g me and others into a deeper knowledge of God's presence in o u  
lives. 

There are various connections here. The first is his sense of belonging in the 

community in which he was raised, and as he talks about his paper route when a 

youngster, we sense his growing awareness of the needs of the people poignantly 

illustrated in his response to a request for a loan from a destitute farnily in the 
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community. He learned early what caring was about. He also leamed within his own 

family, the duties and responsibilities of family life. Undersîandably, the death of bis 

brother stands out. He showed a vulnerable sensitivity through these moments of tragedy 

in lifë, associated to some extent with his relationship with his mother. These 

experiences helped form a sensitivity which expressed itself later in the development of 

pastoral skills in family and fûnerd rninistry. "The deaths of fkiends and brother caused 

me to think about life, its fragility, and its meaning." The death of his mother later in his 

pastoral experience left a pivotai mark, "1 know I looked at things in a dinerent way after 

that," 

Tt is important to clariQ that Peter does not have a ministry which revolves 

around grief, far Tom it, but these experiences were fiindamental to his sense of being a 

pastor. 'Tt touches on the whole aspect of the sacredness of Life which 1 believe in deeply, 

that every life is sacred and it's that belief deep withh me that life continues on at death, 

somehow, in another way." We c m  see the strong links here between how Peter has 

experienced these issues in his own family life, and how they extend to his sense of 

rninistry. "So, 1 think 1 have developed my way of being present in those moments in 

certain ways." 

Again and again Peter uses the language of "accompanying" or "being with" to 

express the style and substance of his ministry. Refening to the style of his work in Latin 

America he says: "It was just being with them, working with the youth and 

accompanying them. That was the thing. It was journeying with the people that meant so 

much to me, and that alIowed me to become so very close to the life there." 



Peter describes what it was like at fiinerals there and the language people used. 

1 wodd arrive at the home, and see some of the people fiom the parish there. 1 
would Say "It's good to see you here, what brhgs you to this place?" And they 
would repty ccAcornpmando Padre." "We are where we should be now, 
accompanying the grieving family here." And 1 thought, this redIy means 
something. It was an expression they used, and it touched me. Somehow it meant 
something for the whole of my ministry. 

Peter contrasts this sense of ministry with the pre-Vatican II clericism, its 

language and its methods. 

"It was a kind of pushing clericalism aside, saying, T m  not ordained to be a 

cleric, I'm ordained to be a rninister.' And that has a very different tone to it." 

From Latin America, he Learned again a simple belief about ministry, that, 

Ultimately relationships and love, to use the word, are what really count, and 
knowing what it means to be a people who are called by God. It just helped me to 
deepen that and to know it in a new way. It was a recognition that legalistic 
details are secondary, that people count flrrst. 

This basic belief now lives in a tension for Peter, as a p&st in his church. He 

finds more and more that the hierarchy is posing barriers to the expression of basic 

pastoral care, barriers which are symbolized in the prohibition of ordination for women or 

married perçons: "Ministry is for me, living in tension: between the injustice of our world 

and the justice of the Gospel; between the heavy handedness of Church authoritarianism 

(when that happens); and the real needs of the people." 

Even Peter's strong interest in liturgy is an interest fundamentaliy tied to pastoral 

concern. Liturgy was not a form prescnbed by the hierarchy rather, "1 think the liturgy 

tnily was a reflection of that journey that people were taking, the journey of the people 

celebrating the presence of Chnst in the many different areas of their lives." And again, 
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"At Sunday Mass 1 try to use language there that 1 think speaks relationally. It's not a 

matter of stating dogrna, but talking about God as a God of relationship and Iove." 

When young people or others corne to prepare for their maniage, or when Peter is 

interacting with others, 

who are going through times ofgreat struggle. They corne with their situation and 
their need. If 1 can strive to be with them in that need, even just to hear their story 
and to attempt to respond, then maybe 1 may help them to move on. 1 try to 
exercise that ministry of meeting people where they are. 

Peter feels it is not his place 'to judge,' but to urge them, to invite them, into "an active 

participation in the M e  of the parish." 

Lastly there is the note of the importance of vulnerability in Peter's 

understanding of ministry. One of the most significant leamings in his Latin American 

expenence was the sense of: 

coming to know God through the peoples' experience; knowing God through the 
experience of the vulnerability of their lives, to be able to let go of my first world 
securities and structures and to be there with them in their vulnerability before 
authorities, before the church, and ultimately before God. 

This is a rninistry which lives by the faith of the people and learns fiom that faith. 

Ministry for Peter is fmaily, a personal relationship to the calling; a persond 

consecration which becomes the core of ministry. "Within myself 1 experience the 

calling of Jesus to compassion, justice and integrity, and at the same time, 1 experience 

the tension which is created because of my own hurnanity, my sinfùlness, laziness and 

lack of lived cornmitment." 



2. Ministry: A Celebration in Community: Belonging, Change, Openness 

Peter's life experience and his rninistry are both powemilly connected w i t b  the 

sense of the priority and meanhg of comUILity. This sense began early in his family 

and church experience. "Our lives centered around three institutions, the family, the 

parish church and the school. Sunday mass was the family ritual." Becoming an aitar 

server at age seven or eight meant spending vast arnounts of time weekly in church 

fiinctions. Relations with the church and with the priests of the church were always 

positive. The influence of the church community was powerfùl for Peter, and had him 

considering the possibilities of pnesthood early. Being able to move into an even closer 

church community during university days helped to sustain his spiritual direction. It was 

a structure which supported his social, financial and spiritual needs, and which fostered 

his growth and belief in his vocationd direction. The refationships formed then, live on 

today. 

The "belongingness" of Peter's expenence in the church remains a constant 

source of support. Whether it be the university residence experience, the close, 

supportive relationships developed with fellow ordinands, or the ongoing tearn ministries 

structured in every parish he has ever served, ministry is a communion of fellow 

travelers. For Peter, it included the development of wider bonds through mission work, 

ongoing educational pursuits, intensive group scriptural study, and through the years, the 

developrnent of a formidable network of relationships, a strong comuni ty  of personal 
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support. It is a belonging which has meant much to a quiet, or as he says, a "'shy" person 

fiom a small fishing village in the Atlantic Canada. 

Celebration was an important and regdar aspect of niinistry for Peter. The sense 

of this celebratory aspect of life in the church is caught as we reflect on his remembering 

of church fairs growing up, his enjoyment of early work with youth his description of his 

ordination in his home church, the joy of celebratory experiences with parÏshioners in 

Latin America, and his enjoyment of the communities of faith he has worked with over 

the years. To further emphasize the point, in every venue of minists., Peter's focus was 

to put the sense of cornmunity ilrst, such that in some sense, it was not his ministry to the 

church community, so much as it was bis supporting the mutuai ministry of the people 

that captured his understanding. 

From the beginning Peter has seen ministry as a changing, learning experience. '"1 

mean, every experience for me has been a time of change and deepening." One of his 

tirst experiences of change in the church was the experience in seminary. 

I entered the seminary nght after the Second Vatican Council. Every month saw 
significant changes. We were moving into a new time. We weren't sure what 
was going on. It was a tirne of great upheaval in the life of the church and the 
serninary . 

Yet for Peter, it reaily was a tirne of fieedom and growth; he thrived on the sense of new 

opportunities. In some way, the changes which were happening led him and his fellow 

sojoumers to build stronger bonds of Wendship and support. 

Ministry for Peter has never been a pre-determined activity. It Springs fiom the 

needs of the people in the specific context of their lives and their Christian cornmunity. 
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"1 am very conscious and careful not to Say, 'Well back in the last place, we did it this 

way.' The question has been, 'How can we do things here?' and to know aiready it's 

going to be a very different way of going about pastoral service." Minise  fior him, bas 

been open-ended not pre-packaged. It has had an experiential base. Peter often referred 

to his experience with the Young Christian Student Worker model of action based on the 

four steps of "experiencing, seeing, judging ,and acting," a Ieaming process tied to 

concrete experience. It was a model he learned through seminary studies and reading in 

Liberation Theology, and a model he practiced in al1 of his parish work. Peter, 

throughout the practice of his rninistry, looked for the creative path, and remained open to 

new ways of experirnenting with ministry and service. In Latin American it was 

experimentation with cultural sensitivity and justice, in Coldlake it was experimentation 

with team ministry, in the large congregation of St. Judes, it was experimentation with 

lay ministry. Every experience became the opportunity for new understanding and new 

structure. It was this openness to change which enabled Peter to meet challenges which 

"changed my life completely." 

Peter's strugple with celibacy may also be put in the context of the centrality of 

community. As the importance of cornmunity is advanced, and pastoral care becomes 

more and more personai, the issue of celibacy became a greater challenge. So he reports, 

"Some fiendships with parishioners were highly supportive and genuine. I continued to 

struggle with celibacy as some of those fnends were women to whom 1 was very attracted 

and it was ofien mutual." Celibacy Ied him in two directions, back towards the healthy 

supports fiom colleagues in ministry and towards a stronger prayer life, but also, 
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ironically, forward towards a stronger understanding of the importance of personai and 

sexual boundaries in pastoral work. "It was painfirl, and a struggle, but there was never 

any judgementalism on the part of others." 

Further to the sarne issue, we note the collegidity of the priesthood experienced 

by Peter, and at the same tirne the emphasis on the community of faith as the primary 

focus of rninistry. It is in this context that he talks about the experience of abuse in the 

Catholic community, and his sense of betrayal of al1 that his colleagues had worked for in 

the years since Vatican II. "We felt so pained with the abuse things that happened, but at 

the same time, it also took some of the hallowed halo away." 

Lastly we want to note Peter's dedication to the study and upholding of the 

worship of the Church. His decision to study liturgy mid-career, was based on his need 

to understand the history and dynamic of the central act of the Christian co~~llllunity as 

community. His work in heading up and developing the diocesan Liturgical Commission 

was an emphasis on helping to sustain and grow the worship of the church. "It also 

increased my confidence in how ministry cornes to full expression in the Eucharisî, and it 

helped me to understand that the point of it al1 is the gathered comrnunity, the sense of 

God's people as a community of life, joy and love." 

In summary, Peter's experience in rninistry has deepened his commitment to the 

Christian comrnunity. It has been a cumulative experience of countless celebrations and a 

deepening over many years, of experiences of belonging, change and openness. 



3. Ministry: A Matter of Cultural Connections-The Third World, Poverty, Justice 

Peter's experience in Latin Arnenca, coming as it did, early in his ministry, and 

for such an extended penod of time, has informeci and inspired his whole minisw. Many 

times in context of conversation about his ministry he has reiterated how his experience 

in Latin America changed his Iife. Much has already been reported about the impact of 

this experience. 

Again, about his experience, 

It taught me about faith in a new way. . . it was the sense of church and the sense 
of that community of faith, and seeing the faith there among the poor. It led me to 
a profound understanding of how Christ is the fundamental option (the source of 
real hope) for the poor. 

For Peter it was not an ideology which steered his interest and cornmitment. It 

was the experience which led him to aîtempt to make sense of it, and it was his own 

experience which he brought to the Scriptures for study and enlightenment in both Latin 

Amencan and in Canada. He wasn't sure that c'oppression" was the right word. He 

attempted to interpret it in terms of the "poverty" expenenced by his farnily in Atlantic 

Canada, but it didnyt fit quite right. The deepening of experience in Latin America 

"helped me to reflect on this." It was the model of "praxis" as  used in liberation theology 

and his own sense of the model taught by the Young Christian Student Worker 

Movement which helped him to analyze the social relationships, to examine poverty fkom 

a social policy perspective, and to recognize the forces at work which impoverish those 

who do not will poverty upon themselves. "And 1 saw that as a direct connection with the 

Gospel. That the Gospel is Good News to the poor, carne alive to me in a way that it had 



never before, and in a way that 1 could apply it here, in Canada." 

The impact of this "deepening" informed his worship, work and learning for the 

rest of his rninistry. 

Being in pastoral rninistry places one in contact with people in al1 different 
economic levels. 1 don? see rny role as continually criticizing the rich, but as an 
ordained priest in the rninistry of the Gospel, I believe there is aiways a cal1 to be 
on the side of the poor. I don t  Say that 1 always do it or know how to do it, but 1 
believe that the Church has that fiindamental cal1 to recognize the poor and to 
work on the side of the poor, whether that be downtown Atlantic Canada or In 
Latin America, or wherever exploitation occurs. 

When Peter returned fiom his expenence in Latin America, he experienced a real 

culture shock. Not long after returning he was sitting in a car belonging to a Eend, and 

he felt low; he taped a message: "Graham, 1 really don? know if1 can hang in here or 

not." Peter found it very difficult to handle the heightened awareness of disparity. It was 

his intensive study in Scriptures in Ontario which released him from his resulting 

depression, allowed him to reconnect to his homeland, and gave him a new perspective 

£iom which to exercise his ministry here. 

One of the ways Peter has had of keeping the third world experïence alive has 

been continual involvement in the Catholic Development and Peace organization which 

has helped him to keep abreast of other international justice issues. 

As a Catholic priest right here, I can no longer pretend that world wide problems 
and issues are simply due to fanatics or mislead persons. This is a global village. 
1 belong to the people here, but just as much to others worldwide, who are in 
need. I may not be able to do much about the problems right here, but 1 c m  help 
to build awareness that this is not God's will, that exploitation of humans is 
wrong wherever it occurs, and that as a society we can't sit idly by. 

The sense of justice, the honourïng of the individual person, has also affected 
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Peter's understanding of his current experience withîn the Church. He fears a retum to an 

authoritarianism in the Church, an emphasis which downplays the role of the laity, a 

retreat fiom the hard won battles of the Second Vatican Council. 

"Ministry is for me, a living in tension, between the injustice of our world and the 

justice of the gospel; and dso, between the sometime insensitivity of church authorities, 

and the needs of the people." 

His experiences in Latin Amerka, and his growth in faith, have taught Peter that 

"There is no one way which is the right way. There are many expressions of faith, and 

many which represent the expenence of the people themselves." Peter has rejected an 

older mode1 of missions which tended to make the giving one sided, and tended to deny 

the validity of the experience of the people with whom he now journeyed. "When you 

consider language, culture, skin colour, geography and whatever else, and you look at 

these things in the context of faith, you have to recognize the universality of the Gospel 

and the infinite forms of its expression." 

Lastly, we reiterate Peter's experience in Latin America as a learning about a new 

way of perceiving God, to put it drarnatically. It was a locating of hirnself in a new 

cultural space and perspective, the perspective of the poor in Latin Amerka, and a 

perceiving of the Gospel out of that vulnerability. He brings that perspective to the whole 

of his ministry. 

4. Ministry: A Shared Vocation; Valuing Lay Ministry: Inclusiveness 

Peter's ministry fiom the beginning, was always in the context of a team, firstly, 



225 

of ordained clergy but quickly branching out to embrace lay ministry. His first 

experiences were most often as an assistant in several parkhes before and irnmediately 

after ordination. His "highlight7' as he puts it, in his work in Latin America was the 

"parish work with a tearn of priests and sisters." Coldlake, his first major parish 

leadership responsibility following Latin America, was itself, an experimentation in 

shared ministry, the working out of tensions between pastoral leaders, and the sharing 

equitably, of pastoral responsibilities. A major development in Coldlake was how "We 

began working with non-ordained very closely as part of pastord team and knowing what 

al1 of that meant: specifïcally working closely with two 'religious' and non-ordained 

peeons, a married deacon and others, and having them part of the community." So, over 

time, Peter developed the skills of working in a team, "1 work fairly well with other 

people, sharing, team ministry, and making things happen that way." 

A major development in this practice of min is t ry  took place as he worked as 

parish priest in the large parish of St. Judes. We have noted the development of a lay 

ministry particularly to the il1 and hospitalized. Peter fostered and encouraged the 

network of lay visitors, whom he believed from his experience, provided genuine and 

high level rninisterial support to members of the congregation. Tt becarne for him, a true 

collaborative mode1 of ministry. He articulates in this way: "1 th& the most important 

thing \vas the breakdown of barriers between the ordained and the lay services." For 

Peter it was never a matter of losing any authority or sense of his calling; it was, rather, 

an embracing of others into his ministry. 

As work with the lay ministry developed so did his sense of the honouring of the 
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ministry of women. He saw what he felt were speciai gifh, g i h  which also instructed 

him in aspects of pastoral work. Those participating in the lay m i n i s t r y  at St. Judes were 

grateful for Peter's support and encouragement. His own perception was that some were 

just blossoming in the work. In light of this perception, Peter supported an 

L c i n c l u ~ i ~ e n e ~ ~ "  and welcomed wornen "in al1 aspects of ministry." 

The one area which Peter identified as being a major difficulty for him, has been 

what he considers to be a resurgence of a more conservative retrenchment in the Church. 

His primary concern is what he feels to be a focus on "ordained priesthood" at the 

expense of an enabling and numiring of lay leadership and ministry so that it might 

become a stronger part of the pastoral structure. "It seerns that we are taking a step back 

now, limiting mùiistry rather than opening it up, and generally becoming more 

protectionist." The trend has seemed to counter the formative spiritual orientation which 

empowered Peter early in his ministry, and which was su empowering of the community 

of the people of ûod. 

We end with an "in spite of' note confimung Peter's basic orientation to ministry. 

While living my ministry in a very structured church where the hierarchy so often 
seems at times, to be far removed fiom the life of people, 1 have corne to know 
what really counts is close supportive fnends and family, people in the parish who 
accept and love me, and especially being with people in times of great difficulty 
where I can best serve the Gospel. 



CHAPTER VI 

A DESCRIPTION OF THE EXPERLENTIAL LEARNING THEMES 
OF PROJECT PARTICIPANTS 

A. Introduction 

Many cornrnonaiities of experiential leaming in rninistry seemed to reved 

thernselves during interviews with the five h a 1  participants. This may not be surprising 

considering the fact that al1 participants have spent many years in the sarne vocation, 

pastoral rninistry . At the same t h e ,  each participant entered into the vocation of rninistry 

out of unique and personal circumstances, and each learning was expenenced in a 

different context. A perspective on the subtIe differences in the Iearning process of each 

participant, will aiways portray a uniqueness in the learning, which cannot be erased 

through efforts of integration and synthesis. As these similarities and differences are 

explored it will be important to reIate the ideas to the original experience of each 

participant. 

In working toward identifiing similanties there is always an interpretive license 

for which the author takes responsibility. Others may read the experiences differently, 

and may engage in their own processes of interpretation. The narratives of the 

participants are provided enabling the interpreter to do so. However, every effort wilI be 

made by this author to interpret the experience of the participants as fully and faithfidly 

as possible. 
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One point must be made with respect to the nature of the learnings identined by 

participants in their experience. These leamings have been seen to be highly persond in 

nature. They have been learnings which have reIied on personal experience, and 

immersion in day to day life in the pastoral rninistry. Out of that experientid basis came 

the reflective process which resulted in the learnings which have been identified, 

No effort has been made to identiQ, in a quantitative way, priorïties with respect 

to the identification and summation of learnings. However in the explication of these 

themes, those which seemed to be represented most in the narratives of the participants, 

are identified first. 

It should be noted that in this process of summation and synthesis, we are 

focussing on what might be called "learning themes." In a sense, these are the result of 

leaming processes, not the learnïng processes themselves. These Iearning processes will 

be addressed in the next chapter. In sumrnarizing the Learning identified through the 

interviews and narratives of participants, we also acknowledge that these learnings are not 

stated in the words of the participants. They are, rather, a synthesizing of these reports of 

learning. As such they represent the interpretive process of the author. 

As each learning theme is outiined, it is not assumed that each participant's 

expenential learning applies to the theme in the sarne way. Each participant has more or 

less directly supported the concept of the particular learning theme. Each has provided 

his or her own angle of perception, and thus e ~ c h e d  the understanding of the breadth 

and depth of the learning which has taken place. 



B. Learning: Re~orts  of Fundamental Change 

Ali participants pointed to significant events or experiences in their lives and 

rninistry which changed fundarnentally, their thuiking about themselves and their 

ministry. All, except one, reported some incident of trauma which was a devastation in 

some way, affecting al1 of their human processes emotionally, psychologically, 

cognitiveIy and spiritually. These were incidents which underrnined their formative 

socialization, and required a new perspective, a new way of understanding themselves, in 

order to integrate the trauma. 

These experiences, though challenging to the personal foundations of the 

individual, nevertheless, in the case of the participants in this project, led to learning and 

change. Each participant drew on the resources of their Christian faith and tradition, to 

help restructure their response to a new personal environment. AIthough the trauma was 

immediately devastating, in each case, the participants, over a longer time period, worked 

at integrating the experience, and applying the learning they had achieved, to dl areas of 

their lives. 

At this point, we m u t  note that one of our conclusions, with respect to the data 

obtained fiom each participant, is that the threads of personal expenence and experience 

in mhistry may not be able to be considered distinctly or separately. The vocational 

choice was intimately related to their earlier life experience, as was their practice in 

ministry. The impact of persona1 learning through their personal lives had immediate 

impact on their vocational perception and practice. This worked obversely as well. New 

expenences in ministry led to hindamental personal changes, affecting how they 
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understood themselves and their environment. The intimate interaction of persond and 

vocational Iives was highly significant. 

We have seen as well, that the experiences which participants described, were 

integrated through the application of life-long themes of experiential leaming. The 

traumas experienced, interacted with the issues of early formation, farnily life, cultural 

hentage, spiritual traditions, and produced an integration which encompassed these life- 

long processes. Fundamental change was not seen to be interpreted in isolation. 

Participants did not have one identity at one point in their lives, and a completely 

different identity at another. They did experience fundamental change in their 

understanding, perspective, and action, but always in the context of their life-long issues 

and experience. 

Lastly, we note that while the events experienced by participants often 

irnmobilized them and ofien were very painful, eventually, in al1 cases, these experiences 

led to new ways of thinking and acting, which altered their view of themselves, and their 

understanding and practice of ministry. They were indeed, leamhg expenences. 

Brief descriptions of reports of fundamental change are provided here. 

1. Doreen 

Dealing with the issue of the ordination of practicing homosexual persons, within 

one church, challenged Doreen to the deepest level of her being. It was like "a crash into 

a wall." She says of the impact of the expenence on herself, "1 am not the same person I 

was." The experience changed her fundarnentally. The leaming impact of this 
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experience for Doreen is stiU taking place. The particular experience itself, was felt 

directly as a highly negative experience. For that reason, it has taken longer, and 

required intense reflection, to identie the leaming which has occurred. Nevertheless, 

Doreen has articuiated well, new perspectives on herself and her work, as a result of the 

trauma of her ministry at Stoneybrook. 

2. Rufus 

For Rufus, it was the devastating experience in his first church, which almost 

drove hirn to sel£-anddation. His life vocation had for years involved a strong 

cornmitment to ministry. It had become a significant part of his self-identity. The 

fundamental threat to that identity left hlln bereft. The experience was a kind of 

vocational trauma which was processed for most of the following years in his rninisterial 

experience. The trauma was acute, while the cognitive impact of the trauma was 

formulated over a much longer time. He describes the impact as "the death of what 1 

thought ministry was." His rninistry fiom that point, has been a working out of an 

understanding of rninistry, in light of the "thunderbolt" to its meaning, in his first pastoral 

charge. 

3. George 

For George, it was a change in a marital relationship which provided the 

psychological setting for a profond conversion, an about-face, psychologically, and a 

new integration of faith and life. Divorce plurnmeted hirn into a situation and context 

which lefi him without traditional supports, and which pushed hirn to seek a new source 
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of psychological stability. This resulted in a new theological perspective and perspective 

on ministry, which has now provided for many yean of reflection and change in practice. 

With George, issues of faith and the nature of ministry were very integral to the traumatic 

event itself, so that the trauma was bound up with a change in thinking about faith and 

rninistry. The trauma was resolved by the development of an orientation which 

eEectively integrated George's expenence of both life and faith. 

4. Sheila 

The experience which most challenged Sheila, was the disorientation which 

occurred at the Middle St. Church. Here, Sheila experienced a rejection which stnick at 

her sense of her calling, a calling which had been undennined in other past 

circumstances. It was the culmination of challenge to her identity in pastoral ministry. 

and it provided a thematic pattern to descnbe the nature of her ongoing ministry. This 

was a symbol of ministry which acted, first, to affïrm and validate herself in her chosen 

vocation, and second, to use this expenence as a direction for rninistry with others. Again, 

the learning related to this experience. was reflected in eariier life experiences. It was a 

leaming which took different forms throughout the remainder of her rninistry. 

S. Peter 

Peter did not experience as traumatic a challenge to his ministry as the other 

participants. The Latin American experience however, was just as critical an experience, 

an intense moment, sending out shock waves into al1 future moments in his ministry. It 

was the strongest influence in his rninistry, as he worked over the years to rationalize its 
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impact in the North Amencan context, and at the sarne time, in parts of economically 

marginaiized society in Nova Scotia The expenence "changed my life completely." 

Attempting to realize that change within the context of pastoral service in the local 

Catholic church became Peter's challenge, worked through over many years in ministry. 

C. Leamine: Dee~er Empathic Insights 

Empathic learning, as understood here, is learning which explicitly draws upon 

the personal experience of the participant, to improve ministry to others. This 

improvement is based on a fuller, more accurate understanding of the experience of the 

person being ministered to. All participants, in one way or another, clearly implied that 

their experience had greatly improved their ernpathic ability to understand, and to 

provide, qudity pastoral care. Although specific examples of experience may be 

extrapolated to illustrate this fact, it is undeniable that al1 participants believed, that the 

vast range of their experience before and after ordination, was responsible for significant 

enhancement of their empathic abilities. 

1. Doreen 

Doreen noted with respect to the loss of her second child, "1 leamed from this toss 

how to be much more empathetic with people who have suffered loss." Her 

understanding of ministry was formed through the conflict over the ideals about models 

of ministry. She embraced the mode1 of ministry 'from the kart', which to her, was a 

model based on reçponding to the deepest needs of others, clearly an empathic model of 

ministry. Doreen's acceptance of her church's stand on the ordination of homosexuals 
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was less an academic point of view, as it was a basic stand against the rejection of 

persons, an empathic orientation. Empathy, in a more cornplex sense, was also a 

learring, for Doreen, based on her lesson in hurnan motivation fiom Stoneybrook. Her 

diffrcult experïences in the church forced her to look more deeply into the meaning and 

actions of others.. "Al1 of this has led me to try to see people as they really are, and to try 

to get to know more about them. Ln doing this, 1 can better understand what makes them 

act and think the way they do." Empathic learnulg embraced not just the "light side," but 

also the "darker side," of humanity, recognizing the rnixed motivations and purposes of 

hurnan thought and behaviour. 

2. Rufus 

Rufus' empathic strength came out of his rejection of the angry God of his 

childhood, and his conunitment to a ministry of compassion. Tt was his experience with 

the death of his grandmother, and the empathetic words of the Anglican rninister, which 

impressed him, and drew him into the vocational path of ministry. As to the nature of 

ministry, Rufus acknowledges the journey is firstly his own, a kind of self-validation, and 

that ministry itself, is most honestly, the validating ofeach person's journey. This too, is 

an empathic mode1 of ministry. Clearly, Rufus' own persona1 suffering in the stmggle to 

rninister, informs his appreciation of the srniggles of others. His learned acceptance of 

himself, has informed his acceptance of others. 

3. George 

With George, the establishment of an empathic ministry came with his tum fiom 
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the domination of a rigid, pre-packaged belief systern, to an emotionally fieeing, 

integration of his life and faith. This integration opened hi to the people with whom he 

pastored, and issued in a fundamental acceptance of his self, and the selves of others. 

While, previousiy, he was closed off to others, and ceaainly unaccepting of the failures of 

others, his new found faith embraced humanity in both its weaknesses, and strengths. It 

was a faith which supported an acceptance of his own journey, and Functioned as a kind 

of welcoming sign for others to join his '~ourney", and he, theirs. This rnutuality, and 

George's own awareness of his personal journey, have been the sources of an empathie 

ministry. 

4. Sheila 

Sheila's ministry of valuing and affirming, came directly firom her struggles with 

these issues early in life, and during her seminary training. The requirement for her 

mode1 of team rninistry, and for that matter, her mariage relationship, has meant strong 

[eaming in the ability to understand and distinguish the gifts and strengths of others, as 

well as of herself. Her early exposure to issues of mental health in her family, has 

informed al1 of her ministry, with a sensitivity to the emotional health and needs of 

others. This awareness, heightened by the struggles she experienced in and outside the 

church, for recognition of her vocational self, have made an empathic ministry 

foundational for Sheila. 

5. Peter 

Peter's experience, particularly in Latin America, taught hini to perceive 
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"difference" in the human condition. Most dramatically stated, in ternis of the change in 

his perception of God, was his determination to see God the way in which the poor of 

Latin Amenca perceived God. This was a kind of fundamental empathic challenge, to 

perceive from the eyes of "the other," to identiS with people whose experience was 

unlike and indeed, opposed to, that of North American, and yet whose hurnanity was the 

same. This empathic challenge stayed with Peter throughout his ministry. It lent a model 

of ministry which rejected a concept of ministry ccover" or "to" the people, in favour of 

"being with" the people. It was a model which received a ready audience in Peter, 

because of his own ernotional caring for his own family and comrnunity, and a certain 

socio-cultural awareness through growing up in a rural, economically disadvantaged area 

of Atlantic Canada. The cultural conflict, as the context for empathy, might be seen as an 

experience which posed a special, and enlightenùig, challenge. 

D, Learning: Reworkin~ an Ideal 

In several of the narratives the participants reported that they began their ministry 

with an ideal "picture" of what rninistry would be, or was meant to be. Through their 

experience in rninistry, that ideal was changed, altered, and, in sorne cases? replaced. 

This process was always reported as a leaming process, leading to new interpretations of 

ministry. These interpretations inevitably included a heightened awareness of human 

limitation and recognition of personal needs. 

1. Doreen 

Doreen chronicled a battering of her own ideal of ministry through her ordeal at 
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Stoneybrook. With a strong church background, and her father, a rninister, Doreen had 

much opportunity to develop her own strongly held vision of the nature of ministry, a 

ministry of the heart, a ministry of bridge-making, and a ministry of the Spirit. From her 

experience in ministry, she found the ideal was not enough. It could not explain what she 

encountered. It did not prepare her for the crises and confiict within the church body. 

Yet it is cIear, Doreen has never really jettisoned her ideal. Rather, she has adjusted it to 

the realities she encountered, She has lowered her expectations, and refocused her 

rninistry to encompass self-care. She has integrated the vocation into a larger framework 

of multiple commitrnents and areas of fülfillment, more personally than institutionally 

structured, and bdanced in favour of the recognition of her own needs. In light of her 

experience, she has also built greater self-reliance and directiveness in her rninistry, 

taking ownership of her needs, beliefs, and pastoral agenda. This leaming has enriched 

her own passionately held relational model of ministry. 

2. Rufus 

Rufus, in his first pastoral charge, was left with a vocational identity in tatters. 

His model of the caring community was seen to be inadequate, and his sense of what he 

was meant to be and do carne under direct threat. Out of this breûkdown of his own 

vision, Rufuç rebuilt, based upon a recognition of his own needs, and of the realities of 

human fùnctioning within congregational settings. He readjusted and humanized 

expectations, still focusing however, on the spiritual dynarnic inherent in the relationships 

between people. He has pulled back from an understanding of ministry as a directing or 
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leading role, to one focusing on the spiritual movement within his own journey as  

minister, and a pastoral accompaniment to the joumey of those with whom he ministers. 

This might be seen as a decentering of the ministerial role, allowing the personaiity of the 

minister to be accepted and understood. Rufiis has wanted to humanize the role, indeed 

to discard it, and to acknowledge the basic need to find a fit between minister and 

congregation, such that the Spirit is fiee to corne to fniition. He would still like to "tear 

down ùie walls," but his focus has been on rninistry wherever people are, and however 

they are. 

3. George 

George's experience was a reworking of an inadequate ideal of ministry, an ideal 

which continued to isolate, rationalize, and objectify him. It was a concept of ministry 

which served to protect him fkorn himself, his feelings of lostness and abandonment. It 

was a false refuge. His conversion resulted in an integrated, personal, and relational 

mode1 of ministry which has provided a m e  stability and at the sarne time, a freedom, for 

him to be himself, and to minister to others. His, now, is an ideal integrated into a 

practice which has integrity and reality for him. 

4. Sheila 

Sheila grew up with her ideal of ministry deveIoped within a caring family, 

church and cornmunity. It was an ideal encouraged throughout her younger life, as she 

involved herself in a wide range of church related activities and leadership roles. Tt was 

an ideal which became clouded under the disappointments in seminary and in her 



239 

significant early pastoral experience. The attacks on her ideal pushed her to responses 

which served as the ba i s  for her developing strengths in ministry, concerning support 

for mental health, self-esteem, and fulfillment for the human spirit, wherever it may have 

been derneaned. More specificdly, however, the attack on Sheila's ideal, pushed her to 

her own self-affirmation, and beyond that, to a sense of acceptance and compromise 

about her own expectations, and expectations of others. She became no longer dependent 

upon others' affirmation of her calling, as she internalized her own strengths and spintual 

gifts. She reworked the meaning of "team minisq," to create a more powerful and 

effective fonn of minLstry in her congregations- She was able to refocus her rninistry, to 

be able to "bloom wherever she were planted," and to tun each new experience into an 

opportunity to carry out a new, but complete form, of Christian ministry. 

5. Peter 

Peter's reworking of the ideal had less to do with changing his beginning patterns 

of ministry, and more to do with maintaining his comrnitrnent to accompany his 

parishionen. The Second Vatican Council revised ministry at the very time Peter began 

ministry. He embraced these changes whole-heartedly. They became the 'bread and 

butter' of his pastoral work. They fomed, however, a new ideal, one, which at this time, 

seems to be coming under attack. The ideals and changes which were Peter's inspiration 

in ministry, are under threat. The challenge to the ideal cornes later in Peter's ministry. 

His coping skills are well developed. The threatened changes face Peter fiom the 

strengths of his confmed and established ministry. He is not ovenvhelmed by the 
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situation, but he is aware of the personal and spiritual drain which can corne from fighting 

uphill battles. 

In one sense, Peter has had to rework a major ideal in his rninistry, the ideal which 

came fiom his passionate involvement in Latin America at the beginning of his rninistry. 

At this particular stage, he works hard, not to lose touch with the passion of the cultural 

l e d g  which s p m g  to life in his mission work, and which is always in danger of being 

lost, in the difficult effort to apply it to ongoing ministry in North America. 

E. Leaminsz: SeIf-affirmation, Self-limitation, Self-care 

All participants developed learnings which affected their own sense of confidence 

in their calling. This confidence was not a confidence associated with a ~tren~gthening of 

traditional roles and functions. Rather, it was a confidence bome of acceptance of self, in 

being able to function competently in areas of pastoral care, in beïng able to accept 

personai limitations in coping with expectations, and learning to manage the 

ambivalences and uncertainties of the ministerial role in today's church and society. It 

was a confidence bome of learning to provide for measures of self-care, the nourishment 

of persona1 and family life, and spiritual strengthening. It was the result of having spent 

sufficient years in practice, to be able, comfortably, to distinguish proper priorities, and to 

establish clear boundaries. 

1. Doreen 

Doreen, through her stniggles in the early part of her ministry, learned over time, 

to explore notions of rninistry which downplayed idealized notions of the vocation. She 
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began to pIace the vocation in a Iarger context of a range of comrnitments to self-growth, 

and the needs and fulfillment of her family. It was Doreen's recognition of a wholeness 

in life, which has led her to change pnorities, and to decide that, if her responsibilities as 

a minister are to be adequately performed, her own needs must be addressed. As has 

been reported, she has no desire to ovenvork, no temptation to be a workaholic, but a real 

interest in benefitting fiom, and enjoying a more varied, bdanced, and whole existence. 

With respect to her self-confidence in rninistry, she reports that as a result of the struggles 

she experienced, "1 think I'm a better minister for having gone through the experience." 

S he also notes that she has been strengthened through these experiences, and feels she 

would cope with problem areas, more directly and firmly, at this stage in her ministry. 

Whereas she has always believed that ministry is a shared and mutually supportive 

vocation, Doreen no longer lives with blinders to what she might expect from others. 

There is an acceptance of where people are coming from. There is also a fought for 

independence on her own part, an earned trust in herself, a "gritty determination," and "a 

sense of humour about people, issues and rnyself." 

2. Rufus 

Rufus' learning in this area might be related to his surprise about his student 

supervisor's comment about being in the rninistry "for the fun of it," a phrase which he 

now claims for himself. He has found the Company of God's people who appreciate him, 

as he appreciates them. They minister to one another, and in that ministry there is a basic 

acceptance. "1 can be who I am and not have to try to be someone else." Rufus has 
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acknowledged his limitations. He has experienced the way his "angry God" has wreaked 

a thread o f  pain through his ministry, and he no w sees ministry in terrns of a mutual 

caring, the building of relationships within a community. Rufus recognizes limitations 

as well, with respect to the potential to "fit7' with a congregation. Ministry is not a 

symbolic vocation, making him as a minister to d l .  Rather, the particular personality, 

vision, and understanding which is R&, fits where there is a response to these. Rufùs is 

more cornfortable with his uniqueness, and his fieedom now is in inviting others, to 

embrace his uniqueness, as he embraces theirs. Lastly, ministry is no longer measured by 

Ievels of accomplishrnent or the accumulation of pastoral duties. Tt is, rather, the act of 

sharing with, and being with the people, providing the joy of mutual appreciation and 

care. 

3. George 

Ministry for George, provided the context for him to integrate his faith and life 

expenence. It enabled him to fmd an integrated way of living. He found a security in 

faith which was not based on rigidity, or theological certainties. It has brought to him a 

new perspective on rninistry. It is a ministry built upon self-acceptance, and on an open 

acknowledgment of his own, somewhat tortuous joumey. The welcorning he mentions, 

of the congregation towards himself, and the shared quest of ministry, are ways for 

George to speak about ministry in terms of his acceptance of self, and of others. The 

concept of "shared quest" in itself, is a fieeing concept in ministry, removing a mode1 of 

authority which fosters a lack of acceptance for the failings in oneself, and others. 
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George's conversion, as he describes it, was an ultimate act of self-care, for him, and for 

his ministry. 

4. Sheila 

SheiIa has lived through her struggles for affirmation and acceptance, into a 

practice which is no longer threatened or underrnined. She has turned these experiences 

into directions for her own rninistry to persons. She has tuned her experience and 

struggles with team ministry, into confirmed knowIedge of her own strengths, and into 

affirmations of her calling. She also has developed a perspective on her experience, "God 

is fair, but life is not fair," which is her way of expressing acceptance of the limitations 

which are part of living and rninistry, but which do not devalue the contribution she has 

to make. Her concept of rninistry to "bloom where she is planted," reveals a fieedom 

from expectations and demands in ministry, a flexibility which is non-threatening to her. 

She says, "Being a rninister doesn't always have to fit a mould," and at this point in her 

ministry, she has developed her own mould with which she is most cornfortable. If others 

are not so sure, or do not understand her ministry fiilly, Sheila responds, "1 am who 1 

am," and she is no longer concerned about the attitude of others. 

5. Peter 

Experience has led Peter to the point, where he easily acknowledges his strengths 

in ministry, his pastoral abilities, 'the gifis 1 have to oEer," and the breadth and depth of 

his liturgical understanding. He also acknowledges the important role of supportive 

friends and family in his joumey in rninistry. He is at the point now, of being able to 
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constmctively cnticize his hierarchy, out of the breadth and depth of his own ministry, 

Even in the area of his struggle with celibacy, he has found the resources to strengthen 

him for his work within this model of pastoral service. Perhaps the most telling 

indication of his confidence, as well as bis knowledge of limitation, is the way in which 

during these 1 s t  years, he has fostered a shared lay rninistry inviting men m d  women to 

pick up carhg responsibilities so that rninistry is no longer perceived as the sole realm of 

the ordained priest. One other area of coping has been the way in which, over the years, 

Peter has found a way to promote his learning about third world oppression, without 

feelings of guilt and fïustration ovenvhelming him, and without rejecting the context in 

which he must work in Atlantic Canada- Lastly, Peter throughout his rninistry, actively 

sought to be refreshed through various personally satisQing activities, trips to places of 

importance to him, reunions with fiends and colieagues, study opportunities in university 

and shidy centres. He has maintained a strong balance of meeting the needs of others, 

and finding fülfillrnent for himself. 

F. Learnin~: Ministry as a Mutual Journev: A Shared and Supported Vocation 

Al1 participants moved in their leaming to a model of ministly which had two 

functions, first, to reduce the levei of isolation the participant experienced in their role, 

and second, to reduce the concentration of pastoral responsibility in one individual. 

The IeveI of isolation revealed in the narratives of these participants was 

significant. In most cases, the isolation was partially a result of specific conflict of 

leadership in the congregation, or a combination of personal long term issues and 
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functions in ministry. The isolation pushed participants to find alternative modeIs of  

ministry, or different conceptions of ministry which provided for emotional support and 

personal strengthening - 

For some, the isolation was tied to issues of role, and traditional or symbolic 

structures of the understanding of ministry. The narratives reveal how these roles 

functioned to isolate and scapegoat the rninister. Traditional authorïty structures tended 

to make the minister wlnerable to more hidden power activities, and also tended to 

reinforce idealistic expectations which could not be fulfilled. Finally, the narratives 

reveal participant experiences which engendered new perceptions of the nature of 

ministry, rejecting the structures of dominance and power. 

In the first case, participants found routes to build emotional supports for 

themselves, and to make these routes central to their functioning as rninisters. In the 

second case, participants discarded conceptions of roles, and worked to establish newer 

forms which clearly and publicly established ministry as a shared responsibility, either 

through the development of tearn ministry, or the formal establishment of structures for 

lay rninistry. 

Each narrative revealed the personal and historical circumstances of each 

participant, and the unique path they took, in their transformation towards a shared and 

supported ministry. 

1. Doreen 

Doreen reacted strongly to the role in ministry as demonstrated by her father's 
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style. She understood how the role to which she reacted tended towards isolation rather 

than relationship. Her own developed rnodel of ministry was, fiom the beginning, a 

model to overcome the distancing tendency of the older model. 

For Doreen, the issue of isolation and an understanding of the role of the minister, 

were entirely linked. She reports with respect both to the role, and the isolation, 

"Ministers tend to be lone rangers and you can't do ministry as a Ione ranger. You can't 

do ministry without somewhere, having a strong support." Both her husband and a small, 

closely knit study group which Doreen founded, were essential supports to her during her 

trial and test at Stoneybrook. 

She is also direct about her Iirnitations to be able to be the sole pastoral care giver 

within the social and cultural complexity of today's congregation. In her recognition of 

the complexity and diversity within the congregation she concludes, "1 cannot do the 

healing always myself, 1 have to go to other people." While her specific struggle 

demanded she End sources of support for herself, she aIso experienced the isolation in 

which the traditional role placed her. Doreen discovered that even with her newer 

"relational" model of ministry, there was a tendency to believe that the minister couid do 

the work of developing the congregation as a caring cornrnunity. The crisis at 

Stoneybrook broke through this idyllic picture, and pushed Doreen to work equally hard 

at establishing emotional support networks for herself, as well as developing stronger 

structures for shared ministry. 

Doreen reports she no longer feels the need to be "the director of everything." 

She no longer sees herself at the centre where she grew tired "of the constant drain." She 
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no longer sees herself as "belonging" in a possessive sense, to the congregation. Her new 

appreciation of the many roles she plays in life, only one of which is "minister," has been 

a major breakthrough for her, in reducing her isolation, and vulnerability to threat in the 

practice of the vocation. 

2- Rufus 

RufÙs too, struggled with the experience of isolation, and the weaving of that with 

traditional models of ministry. The mode1 broke down early, in his first pastoral charge, 

The traditional concept, that as he provided pastoral care to the people, they would 

naturally respond to that care, was built upon a safe, static, and cornfortable 

minister/congregation model of relationship. It was destroyed in the intra church conflict 

he experienced. He reached out for personal support, at a time when he felt both his 

persona1 and vocational world falling around him. The traditional mode1 failed and with 

that faiiure came intense isoIation. In the end, Rufus came to the belief that he could not 

do ministry without the fundamental support and acceptance of the congregation. So 

long as that was in question, ministry would be unfùlfilled. This was not a matter of 

dependence, but of mutuality, a recognition that he needed thern, as much as they needed 

him. The model of ministry again had to forego the tradition, and base itseIf on an 

experiential mutuality, a rofe of a c c o m p ~ e n t  rather than overt leadership. In this 

model, there was a stronger recognition of the minister as a human being, with his/her 

own personality, weaknesses and strengths. There was a discarding of role, or as Rufus 

says, the "suit," in exchange for the individual as he is, and with his needs, as important 
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as his gifts. With this individualiùng, ministry for Rufûs, has become a caring for his 

own personal spiritual joumey, and through this caring, a caring for the spiritual joumey 

of others. There is also a recognition that there is a lack of reception for the Gospel and 

ministry in the kind of world in whîch we live, and in light of that, support for one 

another becomes a simcant function for nourishment and growth as Christians. 

3. George 

With George, as well, a life-long struggle with isolation was closely intertwined 

with what happened to George in his conversion, and the theological and spiritual 

underpinnings of his conceptions of ministry before and after those events. George's 

ministry has grown out of his conversion, focussing on his personai integration, and the 

turn towards a building of a personal relationship with the people of his congregations. 

He too, uses the symbol of mutual joumey, to describe the nature of ministry. The 

symbol acts as an invitation to the congregation to join the spiritual joumey of the 

minister, and he, to join theirs. George was grounded in the traditional role, which 

functioned to meet his needs to "hide" from the congregation, to maintain a personai 

protectionism, and to avoid emotional attachent. His hdamenta l  change involved an 

acceptance of himself a turning to others for support, and a reaching out in a caring 

process towards the people of the congregation. Here too was a recognition of persona1 

need, and a new mode1 of ministry which embraced mutual cming. This was his 

experience of the welcoming comrnunity, and in the mutuality of the relationship, "1 

become one other member of that cornrnunity and not necessarily, the most important 
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rnember. It was a red  change in my understanding of ministry." The new model adopted 

by George, of shared journey, met the need inherent in his conversion, "from 

abandonment to belonging." 

4. Sheila 

Sheila recognized her needs for personal support in mùustry out of her 

experiences in serninary and Middle St. Church. She brought her experiences of 

defending her self, of recognizing needs for self-esteem and personal support into 

rninistry, and made thern hallmarks of her ongoing work. She forged the meaning, as 

weli, of "team rninistry," working out, through this model, the multiple needs, personaiity 

structures and gifts in the performance of credible and integrated pastoral ministry. 

Ministry for her, has focussed on meeting mental health needs, and on understanding 

what it rneans to "share" ministry. In an even more intimate sense, this leaming about 

sharing and rninistry, for Sheila, took place also in the context of her marriage 

relationship. 

Sheila's earlier needs with respect to validation of her cdling, related in some way 

to traditional structures within the chwch. These were the structures which 

communicated messages of acceptance, value, and validation around ministerial 

functions, and their perception by the church. These communications were not so 

fordicoming in Sheila's case. As she integrated in herself, the vduing and honouring of 

her ministry, Sheila became more fiee to make her own defuùtion of ministerial role in 

tems of the needs and requirements of the moment. In Sheila, the complexity and unique 
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demands of shared and supported ministry have been highlighted and worked out, 

through her own opening to the creativity required to reconstruct ministry. 

5. Peter 

A narrative of isolation is not pronounced in Peter. From the beginning he was 

able to establish lay and peer communÏties of personal support which have acted to 

provide emotional support, and to help limit any negative impacts of the cornmitment to 

celibacy. 

The nanative of shared and supported ministry has been central in Peter's 

ministry. The core of Peter's rninistry, forged primarily out of his experience in Latin 

America, was a spiritual comrnitment to accompany the journey of the members of his 

congregations. The centre of the Eucharist, was no longer the pnest acting alone, it was 

the worshiping life of the congregation, the community. This relational model of 

ministry, arising fiom the history of the Second Vatican Council, was the model which 

becarne integrated and inspired in Peter's practice and belief. Fundamental in al1 of his 

ministry, has been a model of ministry which immerses itself in the life of the people, and 

waiks with them on their journey. It was a model expenentially implemented and 

leanied, in the ministry in Latin Arnerica. Peter h a .  never ministered without 

acknowledging, working through and supporting, tearn rninistry. Ministry is by its 

nature, a shared activity not only with the ordained, but also with lay pastoral functions. 

A primary goal of Peter's ministry has been the support, encouragement and growth of 

lay ministry, as  a legitimate sharing ideally, of al1 functions of ministry in a whole and 
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G. Learning: The Impact of Marginaliv. A Route to O~enness 

Ministry for these participants, has been an expenence through which exposure to 

particular needs or marginalized comunities, became the means by which a new 

perspective on life and ministly was forged. A focus on marginality or difference, 

became a window to understand the nature of ministry. 

Among the participants, marginaiity was experienced differentl y. For some, it 

related to their own personal experience and struggle, and for others, it was more a focus 

of ministerial experience. In some, it was both. Marginality was the sense of an 

experience, in some way, of oppression. The oppression may have taken the form of 

social, cultural, psychological or economic, or any combination of these. With our 

participants, what they experienced about marginality, greatly aEected their seme of 

ministry, and their view of what minis.try, at its core, means. 

1. Doreen 

Doreen's early life experience gave her an expenential glimpse into feelings of 

marginaiity. Her illness established her as an outsider, at a time when children need their 

peers to feeI worthwhile. Her status in the community, as daughter of the Protestant 

minister within a Catholic majority, introduced her to feelings of being discrimuiated 

against, and again, of being an outsider. These experiences early in life accounted, in 

part, for her ability to understand cultural and social issues of discrimination and 

marginality . 
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Doreen was plunged into the dynarnic of difference and margindity by the 

requirement of her circurnstance, to manage the contlict arising fiom her denomination's 

recognition of practicing homosexual persons for ordained ministry. It was an immersion 

into faith codict  over the status of a marginalized and feared group in society. She was 

cornpelled to work out her own understanding, and to sustain her own spirit, within a 

hostile congregationd environment, as she upheld the unpopular stance of her 

denomination. Her involvement in this experience has lefi her a legacy of the 

appreciation of issues of diversity, within congregational life. She has developed a 

recognition, borne of struggle, of the differing values and commitments of people who 

comprise not only the community, but also the church. Her min i s t r y  has been opened to 

explore uncharted elements of appropriate pastoral care, for a community characterized 

more by difference than by commondity. The struggle which Doreen carried on to define 

her own position, required an openness to consider social and cultural issues already 

infushg the larger society, and a willingness to engage these considerations with 

understanding, courage, and affirmation. 

2. Rufus 

Rufus' perspective in this area cornes more directly fiom his own personal 

'éscape to freedorn," and from his disenchantment with institution. In leaving his home 

province, Rufus had a sense of escaping fiom a "proviacialism," a feeling of the 

entrenched domination of harsh and traditional ways of seeing the world. This was an 

early and persistent pattern of experience for him. He felt marginalized within his own 
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comrnunity. A M e r  sense of margindity came through his traumatic experience in his 

fint pastoral charge. Rufis felt a form of banishrnent fiom his own congregation. These 

experiences have rneant, that in his minisQ, Rufus bas been particularly sensitive to the 

presence of power in relationships, whether this be through a church pulpit cornmittee, 

JGs own denorninational structures, or subtle dictates of church boards. It has also meant 

a sensitivity to methods of approaching people, whether inside, or outside the church, to 

ensure spintual freedom, openness and acceptance, rather than any form of imposition. 

The impact on ministry is that Rufus believes bis mandate is to attend to his own spiritual 

journey, not to attempt to "do" rninistry to others, but to offer respect tu the patb of 

others, as he lives and shares, his. 

3. George 

George's journey, despite his first hand experience with other cultures and 

communities, was one of homelessness and isolation. He t d y  felt he belonged to neither 

culture, and this homelessness led him to seek security in a rigid faith. When this finally 

did not work for him or his expenence, he was compelled to seek for stability in a new 

way- The result was a personal integration which allowed him frst, to find security in 

himself, freedom and joy in faith and relationships, and an openness to the world around 

hirn without defensiveness or fear. His marginality was his own cultural lostness, and in 

resolving that lostness, he became grounded in a faith which enabled him to open 

himself. His openness has taken the form of a reflective journey, a journey which has 

enabled hirn to embrace the jouniey of others, both inside, and outside the church. The 
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4. Sheila 

Sheila's early experience with the emotional dificulties of her mother, and her 

involvement at an early age with volunteering at an institution for the mentally 

challenged, helped to develop her sensitivity and understanding of those who were 

misunderstood and margindized in society. Her family's openness to those in the 

community who were having dEculty, and Sheila's early experiences in school helped 

to sbengthen her desire to defend and assist those who were labeled or ostracized. Her 

educational studies in psychology, and her conmitment to c l i n id  pastoral training 

furthered her training in understanding those who were often misunderstood, helped her 

to integrate insights and leamings fiom a range of sources, and encouraged her to 

establish a faith open to difference in life and experience. Sheila7s faith from the 

beginning, encouraged her to explore these differences, different Iifestyles, diEerent 

values and choices, and difference in personality. The acceptance of difference, was a 

recognition that the reality of others, was a source of spiritual learning. 

Her felt marginaiization in seminary and in Middle St. Church, provided her with 

a direct sense of her own dehumanization. It was that experience which directed her 

rninistry of valuing and both for herself, and those in danger of being keated 

unjustly. Her focus has been always on the valuing of persons in their distinctive reality. 

In her own experience, she suffered a prejudice to her own "difference," as a woman 

aspiring to be a Christian minister. Out of that experience, she was willing to embrace 
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the struggles of others who faced the misuse of power, preventing them 60m fulfilling 

their human potential. Her approach to missions is similar, in her desire to understand 

and appreciate difference; a sense of a faith in a God large enough to celebrate the 

differences of people everywhere, their cultures, their places of living, and their struggles. 

5. Peter 

Peter's sensitivity to marginalkition rnay have developed slowIy, when as a 

youngster, he became more aware of the social and economic disparity, between the rural 

environment of his home and upbringing, and the culture of more urban and prosperous 

communities. This was a subtie consciousness which prepared him for the intense 

spiritual learning he experienced in Latin Amenca. 

Peter's cornmitment to the third world, and his understanding of the special 

relation of the Gospel to the poor, resolved itself into an understanding of rninistry 

aligned inevitably, with the margindized of the co~~llllunity. He has acknowledged that 

this is an ongoing challenge, since the church itself is often a cornrnunity of persons who 

are not marginalized. He believes that Iiis role as priest, means that the place from which 

he speaks spiritually, rnust be a place fùndamentally aligned with, and cornmitted to the 

poor of society. the word "poor" being rich with a rnultiplicity of meanings. Peter's 

experience in Latin Amencr gave him experientially, a powerful sense of this form of 

rninistry. As indicated earlier, the remainder of his ministry has been, in a sense, the 

working out, of this sensibility. This centering of ministry on a sense of the margina 

is also the source of Peter's cornmitment to a global perspective, Insofar as rninistry 
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digns with the marginalized in this socieq, it is so aligned throughout the world, and the 

cause of the poor becomes a cause both at home, and globdly. Peter's rninistry fiom this 

perspective, has involved ongoing theological, scriptural and socio-economic study, to 

continudly deepen the understanding of these issues. 

Peter's concept of ministry is an immersion in the life of the people. Ministry in 

Latin America was a striving to be with, to honour, to understand the tmly marginalized 

people. He found spintual renewal in that identification, and continued to do so 

throughout his rninistry . 

H. Learning;: Survivin~ Gender Ineaualitv 

Through much of their M e  experience both Doreen and Sheila consciously and 

unconsciously confionted the n o m  of male domination within the life and courts of the 

church, Doreen acknowledged that other women, corning into ministry after her, saw her 

as a pioneer female moving successfully into traditional male roles. Sheila's experience 

was harsher, when she encountered, early in her career? male preferred noms  during her 

seminary training. Both women experienced the uncomfortability of forging new roles 

for women in the Church at a time when these roles were not secured, and when 

significant bastions of opposition remained. 

1. Doreen 

Doreen grew up feeling not only accepted, but fulfilled in the Church. Her 

decision to accept a cal1 to muiistly was not a foreign thought for her, or for her family. 

She was supported by her farnily of ongin, and by her husband, and she had a strong 
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model of support in her father. Her own difficulties with gender issues b e c a e  more 

significant later in her life and ministry, as she felt isolated by a male dominated church 

bureaucracy. The bureaucracy did not exhibit the care or nurture which would have 

supported a ministry under attack; a ministry itself, built upon a model of relational and 

interpersonal support. Doreen became more determined to make her own way, to break 

what she perceived to be a "glass ceiling" within church structures, and to make her own 

contribution despite the unspoken barriers. The learning for her, was to not discard her 

particular model of faith and ministry, but to defend it, and to make it part of the fabric of 

the ongoîng culture of the churchys ministry. 

2. Sheila 

Sheila felt the impact of a male dominated church structure early in her ministry. 

It was one of the major areas of her own development and growth as a rninister. She too 

felt the support of church and family in her earlier experiences of growth in Christian 

faith. In her decision to enter ordained rninistry however, she felt in many ways, the 

uncertainty, uncomfortability, and at times, hostility of her network inside the church. 

The issue of equality in the church has been an ongoing theme and challenge in Sheila's 

ministry. She determined early on, to afEm herself in ministry, and to define her own 

role to fit her calling. Sheila, in building an acute awareness of the church's weakness in 

supporting gender equaliw, has contributed this awareness to her own denornination's 

efforts to work through the implications of gender equality. For Sheila, this issue was 

never simply about gender equality. Tt was a matter of her affirmation as a child of God. 



CHAPTER VI1 

SOURCES OF LEAEKNING 

A. Introduction 

This chapter identifies the characteristics of the leamhg processes which 

participants experienced. In the majority of cases, specific intense events or experiences 

were instrumental for the experiential learning which occurred. These intense 

experiences, however, cannot be divorced from the life contexts, or unique narratives of 

each participant. The learning processes, as reported by these participants were life-long. 

These leaming processes ranged in kind and impact. In every case formative or 

early expenence was considered highly significant for understanding the impact of events 

and issues of adulthood. Events in childhood were vividly recalled, and indeed, often set 

the stage for aiI else to corne. These early experiences did range, however, in traumatic 

impact, and the extent to which later Learning, moved in the direction of transformation or 

confirmation of that early expenence. 

In each case the learning process may not be identified solely with the intense 

event itself. The learning process rnay be considered post event. The learning resulted 

fiom the reflective act upon the expenence, and occurred over a longer period. The 

learning also interacted with the continuhg experience of the individual, so that each new 

"historical" context of the individual life story, brought new insight and change which 

could still be attributed in part, to earlier intense experience. 
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Many factors contributed to the depth of learning which occurred. Not al1 

learning was transfomative or related to the fundamental life assumptions of the 

individual. For some, it was transfomative. For others, it was a more steady or 

developmental process of life learning, which built upon vanous threads of experience 

throughout the person7s life. In every case, however, experiential learning affected both 

the development of the seK, and the development of vocational identity and practice. 

One way of interpethg this process, was to explore processes of "unlearning." 

This exarnined the extent to which each individual, through their adult experience, was 

challenged to change earlier formed perceptions, and to alter, in some cases, fundamental 

assumptions. Processes of unlearning were identified because this seemed a 

predominant process in the experiential learning reported by participants. 

It is clear, &om the narratives we have reported, that fwidamental learning 

processes occurred with each of our participants, which aec ted  their sense of 

themselves, and their understandhg of ministry. We here examine, the quality or 

characteristic of these processes, and provide exarnples fiom participant narratives. 

B. UnIearning as a Source of Leamine 

Unlearning is another way to look at the learning process itself. The content of 

unlearning will have been addressed in the body of this report because it is often simply 

the other side of what has been learned. It is usefùl, however, to suggest that much of the 

learning process in experiential learning is a process of "unlearning," replacing earlier 

perceptions and conceptions with more adequate ones. Mezirow focused much of his 



260 

work, examining processes of unleaming which, when it embraced fundamentai change 

in perception or meaning perspective, through premise reflection, was cdled, 

transformative learning. Each participant experienced processes of unlearning wkch 

were at the same time, important aspects of the learning process 

Doreen had to rework her concept or ideal of Christian ministry. Under the 

impact of her expenence at Stoneybrook, Doreen's perception of herself, and her 

rninistry, were undermined. As she reflected, long term, on the experience, she examined 

fier assumptions about herself and ministry, and reworked these as a way to integrate 

what had happened to her. 

She also was required to rethink her Christian and cultural heritage with respect 

to a specific marginal group, the gay and lesbian community, and to assess al1 issues with 

respect to inclusion in the Christian comrnUILity, specifically for the issue of ordination. 

These were fundamental relearning processes, and transformative in their power because 

of the impact on her personal and vocational life. 

Rufus' vocational experience itself, has been an process of unlearning, narnely 

the reworking in his persona1 and vocational life, of the hold on him, of an angry God. 

This has been a learning struggle which early in his ministry almost destroyed him, but 

which he has worked to overcome. The unlearning related to anger and vocational 

identity, and issued in a transformative process of redefining rninistry, and the nature of 

fiis relationships with others, and the church. 

George's experience was as close to conversion within rninistry as one might 

conceive. His early life was fiaught with psychological struggle, feelings of lostness, 
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identity issues, and conflicted relationship with church and his world. His divorce 

precipitated a fimdarnental change in perspective and personal orientation. It acted as a 

catalyst for an integration of faith and !ife which breathed life into his ministry, changing 

it radicdly, in favour of relatedness, openness and acceptance. It was a transfomative 

leaming experience because it fündamentally chailenged his assumptions about himself 

and ministry, and brought him into a new starting place for his relationship with himself 

and his world. In this process he was enabled to experience healing. 

Sheila's unleamhg focussed on that, ironically, which aiso gave power to her 

rninistry. Her struggle for the recognition of her calling, was at the same time a struggle 

for persona1 afnmiation and acceptance. The recognition had not always been there for 

her. The unlearning was the integration by which she became far less dependent on the 

power of other's recognition, to affect her. As a resulf she developed a firm and 

powerfül sense of her rninistry, her calling, and her effectiveness. Her struggle to achieve 

this lent understanding, perception and power to her ministry of support for those who 

suffer attacks to their self-esteem, demeaning of their struggles, or loss of their personal 

power. Her own stniggle with her own issues, has been the source of the transformative 

power of her rninistry, which was only strengthened as she effectively integrated her own 

challenges. 

Peter7s unleaming has been the effort on his part to cope with the challenge of his 

experience in Latin America to his formative cultural reference point in Atlantic Canada. 

The depth of his ministerial experience in Latin America readjusted in a total way, his 

perception of ministry and the issues of ministry. Although not as catastrophic an issue 
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for Peter today, he has never let go of the chalIenge to incorporate his learning about the 

nature of ministry in Latin America, into his native experience in North America, This 

challenge was most devastating upon his initial return to North Arnerica, but having 

overcome the culture shock, Peter developed many avenues of rninistry in his various 

pastomtes and diocesan responsibilities, to work out the impact of that initial experience 

through enriching the church in Atlantic Canada with his cultural leaming and 

transformed perspective. 

C. Specific Persona1 Traumatic or Intensive Experience Pnor to Ordination 

Ml of the participants were able to i d e n t a  specific experiences pnor to 

ordination, which were important to their seme of their vocational identity, and to the 

issues of that identity. It was clear that events and experiences prior to ordination played 

significantly in their personal learning, and in the dynamics of how they understood 

themselves in ministry , 

Doreen's specific experiences focussed on issues of her health. Her illness as a 

child, and the major operation she had as a young adult, led her to a sense that God was 

callîng her into minïstry. Later, Doreen underwent the persona1 tragedy of losing her new 

bom infant boy. These experiences did not impact immediately on her vocational choice. 

Rather, they contnbuted to her sense that God was active in her life, and that her 

experience of grace, called for a response. That response, for her, was ministry. 

Rufus reported that the experience of the death of his grandmother, and the 

response of the Anglican minister were responsible for his initial contemplation and 
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inspiration towards ministry . He also interpreted the experience in highly positive terms 

as a kind of "bright light," an unexpected faith expression of cornfort and understanding, 

the strength of which deeply affected him. It was an expenence of grace and forgiveness, 

in the midst of a perceived harsh theological environment focussing on sin and guilt. The 

experience helped him to formulate his initia! compassionate model of ministry, the 

model which drew himself so powerfùlly to the vocation. 

George clairned that the experience of being left by his father at the age of six, on 

the steps of a strange boarding school in the Orient, aec ted  the core of his identity for 

life , "That single event has marked my life, a fact of which 1 am now more fbily aware, 

more than 1 c m  ever say." It destroyed his sense of belonging, and made it difficult for 

him to trust hurnan relationship. His deep, traumatic struggle with this sense of 

abandonment was a fundamental dynamic in his conversion at the time of his divorce 

during his early ministry. The legacy of his experience of spiritual abuse in his early life, 

also aEected the particular content of his conversion later in ministry, and the emphasis in 

his ministry today. 

Sheila's experience of personal threat over her teacher's rnarking, captured the 

vulnerabie components of her past and future. This experience for Sheila, became a 

source of understanding who she was, and once in ministry, the h e w o r k  for 

understanding ministry itseIf. The threat exemplified in the expenence with her teacher, 

was the basis for her early struggle in ministry, and for the integration which led to her 

power in pastoral service. 

Peter's coping with the death of his brother, and his mother's grief, had a major 
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impact on him as a person, influencing him strongly in the direction of priesthood. This 

was an expenence which also influenced the pattern of his strengths in pastoral service, 

dealing with grief, and with relationships. 

D. S~ecific Personal Trauma or Intensive Ex~erience after Ordination 

Each participant was able to identiSl experiences during ministry which had 

significant impact on the development of the nature of their ministry. Indeed, in 

reviewing the experiences of the participants, it is clear that intensive experiences witbin 

their tenure of active minisûy, were responsible for the transformative leamhg process 

which aEected fùndamentally, their view of themselves and their ministries. It should be 

acknowledged that these experiences were, for the most part, painfil. They left their 

mark on the individual. The legacy of suffering, contnbuted too, to personal 

development and to experientid understanding of the Christian Gospel. Without the 

suEering which was an undeniable part of the expenence, the learning could not have 

occurred. 

Doreen's expenence at Stoneybrook was a crisis which affected her in a total 

way. It was a painfiil experience, affecthg her throughout her ministry, leading to 

reassessment of her understanding of her vocational identity, and the meaning of 

ministry. It was the kind of emotionally charged experience filled with the sense of 

personal attack, that has made the identification of learning also slow and painfui. This 

was a highly conflicted experience, afEecting Doreen emotionally and psychologically. 

There is always the danger that such expenences might ovenvhelm the individual, and 
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prevent, for a time, growth and strengthening. Doreen drew on her spintual resources and 

worked through the experience. Her learning fiom the experience has been ongoing, 

sobering, and instructive. 

Rufus' first pastord charge was an experience that threatened the core of his 

vocational identity. It left hirn having to rework his understanding of ministry and 

vocationai identity, at a t h e  when he should more likely have been being alKrmed in his 

chosen cdling. The instability and anxiety resulting fiom the experience, affected him in 

many ways, and made the project of discovering what effective nunistry would be for 

him, a long term learning process. As a painful experience, part of Rufùs' learning was 

that of Iearning to cope with adversity. Fortunately, Rufus did reach out for help when it 

was needed. This experience contributed in the long run, to Rufus' understanding of 

himself and the world around him, a leamhg which Ied to new perspectives on ministry, 

and on expectations in relationships. 

George's experience with the break-up of his maniage during his early mùiistry 

precipitated a profound change for him, of self and calling, such that his life assumptions 

were altered, and a personal strengthening occurred leading to a very different 

understanding of self, others, and rninistry. Mthough traumatic, the experience led to the 

most positive life learning he had ever expenenced. 

Sheila's experience at Middle St. Church, challenged her, in her sense of callhg, 

a challenge which, through personal struggle, she overcame. This experîence was 

particularly difficult because it was the culmination of other experiences of challenge to 

"calling." In a sense, having dealt with these earlier challenges, she overcame this one 
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with strength. At the sarne time it confirmed this particular struggle as a long term 

process of personal leaming, having major impact on Sheila's ministry and understanding 

of herself in ministry. 

Peter's most intense experience was in Latin Amerka, which, although five years 

in length, was a total and specific experience, which has informed and influenced the 

remainder of his ministry. It is clear that the impact of the experience couid not have 

been anticipated even while the experience was in progress. Its impact has been highly 

significant and dependent upon the particular way in which Peter has continued to draw 

upon that experience for inspiration, and for various specific contributions in his ongoing 

ministry, for instance, his involvement in the Peace and Development program of his 

church. Interestingly, the experience itself was highly energizing, a peak experience, 

while the impact of culture shock when be returned to Canada, led to interna1 conflict and 

struggle. The resolution of that struggie over several years, was the source of the 

experientiai learning for Peter. 

E. EarIv Farnilv Dvnarnics 

Early family dynarnics provided the particular complex of conditions out of which 

each participant grew and developed. These dynamics contributed a complex of 

conditions, values, relationships, diff~culhes, strengths and weaknesses, which set a 

pattern for later reflection, adjustment and transformation in adult life. nie early 

dynamics varied of course, in tems of their impact in each participant, but in several 

cases, set out the fundamental struggle of their iives. 
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Doreen's early farnily life was generally supportive and caring. Her experience 

of illness, a sense of non-acceptance in the school at a sensitive time in her life, and the 

particularly sensitive status of the farnily within a largely Roman Catholic co-unity le& 

her, she feels, with some problerns in the area of self-esteem, but then, with a sensitivity 

to the dynamics of rnarginalization and prejudice. The rnodeling of her father in 

ministerid vocation was critical to Doreen's perception of ministry as a potential c a l h g  

for herself. His practice in ministry left a Iegacy of a conflicted mode1 for Doreen with 

which she stniggled throughout her own ministry. 

Rufus' experience of an angry God espoused particularly by his father, and the 

oppressive tone, he recollects, about the way the church and community afEected his 

family life, af5ected his sense of self, the selfwhich he brought into rninistry. These, and 

his feelings of being unacknowledged and unappreciated in his community, lef? Rufüs 

with an anger which, for a long tirne, af5ected his struggle with his vocation and hunself. 

The particular impact of his grandmother's death, left the legacy of tension in his 

ministry, the tension of anger, and solace. 

George's sense of abandonment early in his life, as he notes, "marked rny life." 

Clearly the sense of abandonment fiom being left at the steps of the boarding school, was 

the symbol of a sense of cclostness" which was part of the nature of his upbringing within 

the missionary pattern of family existence. Kis pattern of his curent ministry is a result 

of the resolution of the struggle which occupied him fiom his earliest years. 

Sheiia's ministry was affected by her sensitiviv to emotional health, and the 

impact of that issue early in her family life. While the family life was highly supportive 
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and caring, Sheila's ongoing stmggIe with issues of self-esteem becarne part of her 

experiences of struggle and threat to her calling. 

Peter experienced an early awareness of the socio-economic status of his family, 

and his sense of the comparative economic status of nearby comrnunities. The ongoing 

strong and effective support of farnily and church provided him with personai strength as 

he moved into ongoing ministry. His sense of the relative lower economic statu of family 

and community may have helped him to understand, and to "be with" the poor of Latin 

America, in a way that another might not have been able. That 'being with' was the 

source of learning throughout his ministry. Also, early experiences with the death of a 

fnend and the death of his brother, were emotional learnings which lent strength to this 

facet of his later ministry. 

F. Hiqhfv Affirrning; Exrienences 

The participants have referred also, to very positive elements in their experiences, 

which contributed to their paaicular joumey of life leaming. In some cases these positive 

experiences were also part of the rnix of unlearning which occurred Later, but it was the 

positive emotional impact of these experiences which provided the foundation for 

participants to effectively work through their struggles. 

Doreen's strong, supportive and caring family life, supported through her father's 

faithful ministry, provided a strong emotionai foundation for her, as weli as the integration 

of her family and church life. The impact of her grandmother's spirituality and caring 

provided her with an important later mode1 of spiritual direction. This life experience left 
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her with high ideals, strong values, and strong emotional abilities, al1 of which suppoaed 

her through ministry, and of course, enriched the form of her own rninistry. Also her 

strong relationship with her husband has been a source of suppoa throughout her ministry, 

a mainstay, to permit her to engage in the diflicult learning processes of her ministry. Her 

strong experience with f d l y ,  church groups and individuals who have supported her, has 

also given her strength to find the proper balance in her current ministry to sustain her own 

spirit, and to share ministry with others. 

Rufus' expenence with the response of the Anglican minister at the death of his 

grandmother, provided a strong symbol of caring ministry. Ministry m u t  be a word of 

comfort when most needed. It was an experience which inspired him about the healing 

potential of ministry, and his potential in it. Following the devastating meeting in his first 

charge, he experienced grace, when the Swiss woman came to his home. The birth of his 

first child, was especially an expenence of grace in a time of suffering. HIs fardy has 

been a source of strong support in his life. These experiences empowered Rufus' ministry, 

and affirmed his own sense of "reason for being" in the vocation. The early ideal of 

comfort and healing in ministry, has been experienced in his most recent rninistry, a 

ministry which has been molded fiom his early inspiration, and integrated with the 

difficult Iearnings resulting fiom the crisis at the beginning of his career. It is a ministry 

of self-acceptance and acceptance of others, of mutual care and forgiveness. 

George's strengthening experience was a resdt of the angst in which the 

separation fkom his first wife situated him. It enabled a highly integrative process to occur 

which breathed life into his experience of himself, others, and ministry. Zt opened him to 
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in an open, caring, and trusting way. This stance has been responded to particularly in the 

sening of his current ministry, and resdted in a mutual acceptance and sharing, which 

provides him with joy in the practice of his vocation. 

SheiIa's early family experience was highly loving and supportive. Family life, 

church life and comrnunity life, together in an integrated way, provided a basic experience 

of trust and Iove in her approach to Me. The strength of that care became the measure of 

the care and support which have been hallmarks of her own rninistry, As the threat to her 

vocational identity disappeared, especially in her current ministry, her family became a 

more central source of her caring, strength and joy. Her earlier educational experience in 

the serninary was a highly positive and integrating process. Her interests in psychology, 

issues of mental illness and health, and pastoral care as well as the mentoring she received, 

were brought together and confirmed her in her cal1 to ministry. Her first experiences in 

pastoral ministry were also highly affirming, and led her to embrace pastoral rninistry as 

the calling most appropriate to her interests and skills. These interests in missions, the 

mental health of persons and families, and cornmunity involvements, have continued to be 

strong themes in her ministry, giving her ongoing inspiration for fulfillment in her 

ministry. 

Peter's experiences of support fkom family and church throughout his early life 

provided him with necessary direction and self-confidence to respond to his vocation in 

priesthood. They also informed his basic abilities to care deeply for people in their 

sorrows and joys. His experience in Latin America provided the inspiration for rninistry 
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sense of his own leadership capabilities within the wider church. The mdtitude of 

renewed fiendships among the lay people in his various pastorates and among the 

ordained, over a long period of time, have sustained him in ministry, and not least, enabled 

him to handle effectively, the ongoing challenges of celibacy. 

G. Life-long Learning 

The result of the i n t e ~ e w s  with participants revealed the fact that their rninistry 

was directly and clearly patterned on a relationship with their whole experience in He. 

Themes developed in the ministries of these participants, related clearly to themes 

identified by them, as early expenential issues. In al1 cases, the issues they faced in their 

ministry, were issues interpreted by reference to their early life expenence. While early 

life issues may not have precipitated later crises, the later crises themselves, created the 

need for resolution, which was always understood in terms of life long issues, the genesis 

of which were reported to be early childhood experience. 

Tt is useful to state here, that when referring to life long themes or learning, 

inevitably, eady experience was understood and reflected upon from the current 

circumstance. As participants reviewed the processes of resolution in their lives, the 

reflective process proved how the past became present, and indeed, was determined by the 

present. The sense made of the past, was dependent on the issue being addressed in the 

present. 

Doreen's learning process was one of the reworking of the ideals with which she 
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came into ministry. These ideals resulted from her intimate expenence with family, 

church and ministry early in Iife. Her expenences in rninistry put these ideals and herself, 

to the test. These ideals related to basic expenences of trust and love. Her major crisis in 

ministry put to the test, these basic ideals and expenences, as well as her vocational 

identity. The shock or ccwhirlwind" of the crisis, has continued to infarrn her work, and to 

instruct the various accommodations she has made to integrate that expenence. 

Rufus experienced the major crisis to his vocational identity at the beginning of 

his rninistry. In reflection, Rufùs has learned to perceive this crisis through the particular 

lenses of l i s  earlier conflicts in church and community, as well as the mode1 of idealized 

mode1 of ministry with which he entered the vocation- He has learned to work out 

accommodations for himself, through understanding the sources of anger in his life. As 

he became more compassionate towards himself, he also found a new relationship with the 

congregation, a mutuality, with which he has aiways struggled, but to which he has 

learned to give himself. In doing so, he has recaptured the inspiration of his experience of 

ministry at the time of the death of his grandmother. 

George perceived the disintegrating forces of his earlier life, having been 

overcorne in his spiritual conversion during ministry, the cnsis to sustain faith in light of 

the breakup of his rnarriage. This experience shed an entirely new light on his past, and 

gave him a new foundation for self-identity, and self-expression in ministry. His rnove 

from abandonment, to trust and relationship, at the sarne time, completely remoulded his 

faith and his ministry. 

Sheila's sense of ministry as defending and sustaining the emotional health of 
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persons h a  been a theme throughout her life, only strengthened by the threats to ber own 

sense of self. Her own thematic struggle, interpreted by her, from ear1ies-t life expenence, 

for validation, valuing and acknowledging of personhood, became the theme of her 

ministry. As the issue resofved itself in her own life, the focus became less the validation 

of her own gifts, as the showing of her gifts in support of the gifts of others. 

Peter's story has been one where his onginally quiet, sometimes hesitant, sense of 

calling has been inspired and elevated through the particular experiences he has had. Latin 

America confïrmed his sense of vocation more directly than any earlier experience, and 

gave his ministry its challenge. He has sought for that intensity of vocation in every 

parish he has served, and it continues to be a beacon for him of the essential nature of 

ministry. His earlier life in a small fishing village, one of seven children in a struggling 

farnily, prepared him to expenence the depth of impact of his rninistry in Latin America It 

also provided the basis for his particular sense of a ministry of accornpanïment, in reaction 

to the inappropriate use of power in ministry. The strength of his early family and 

community life, helped to conGrm his ministry, as a rninistry which put the community of 

the faithful, first. Lastly, it was the impact of his experiences with death in his youth, 

which enabled him to develop a strong ministry around grief, death and dying. 

H. S~iritual Resources for Experiential Learning 

Al1 participants in the project experienced significant crises in their lives and 

rninistries. Some were more traumatic tnan others. What made it possible for each 

participant to work through the cnsis, and to benefit through learning, fiom the crisis, were 
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the Christian spiritual resources the participant was able to bring to bear on the situation. 

AI1 participants had an intimate experience of growing up in the Christian church, and 

developed, as part of their growing, a life of faith, hope and trust. In some, the specifics of 

the experience were more conflicted than others. But these codicts themselves grew out 

of the life of faith, and the struggle to finding meaning in that faith. It is clear fiom the 

narratives reported by participants, that these early resources of faith and love, developed 

in the close relationships of family and church, were instrumental in ensuring that later 

crisis were experienced as Iearning processes rather than events leading to processes of 

self destruction. Each participant had their own unique way of expressing tbis reality for 

themselves. 

Doreen's early childhood was immersed in a family which was surrounded by the 

church, and by the continual exercise of faith and love. To her, the church was a second 

home, partly because of her itlness, as well as, some difficulties in early schooling and 

experience in the community. Doreen developed a strong Christian faith, value and ideal 

through her growth in this environment. It was an ideal which came under direct attack at 

Stoneybrook, but one which survived in more full and integrated forrn. Doreen drew also 

upon the spiritual resources of the mode1 of her grandmother to help her make it "through 

the night." Lastly, Doreen drew upon her own study of Scripture and prayer, and used the 

mode1 of Jesus' relationship with his disciples to help her understand the experiences of 

betrayal, sufEering, and loving the unlovable. Her close relationships in family and church 

in early life, served as models for sources of support during her crises in ministry. She 

learned to rely on family and friends because she already knew these were the sources of 
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strength and love. These were the Christian resources which enabled her to grow and 

learn fiom her experiences in ministry. 

Rufus too grew up in the Christian church and community. It provided the 

foundation for him to experience the inspiration he felt when his grandmother died, and 

the minister was able to communicate real comfort and forgiveness to Rufus. This 

experience remained an inspirational mode1 for him throughout his own ministry. The 

power of this experience of comfort and forgiveness happened during cnsis in his eady 

family life. He would experïence it again, during the first major crisis in his ministry, 

where the word and action of the Swiss woman, granted him comfort and forgiveness. For 

Rufus, the power of the faith seemed to corne to fullest expression in the darkest or most 

desolate moments of life experience. He encountered the fimdarnental resource of the 

&th, when he needed it most. He noted that the birth of his first child, which was a 

rniraculous expenence of God' s grace in his Me, took place during the worst year of his 

life and ministry. The sometirnes, conflicted relationship with church and various 

expression of Christianity, always evaporated in the face of God's grace when, in his life, 

he had nothing else to rely on. 

George was the son of missionaries. The Christian faith was part of his Iife fiom 

the beginning. Codicts  with the faith arose early, because of his experiences of loss and 

abandonment. He struggled intellectually with the faith for many years, into his adulthood, 

and, as he would still say, a struggIe which wilI never end for him, But the earlier stniggle 

was tied to his persona1 confiicts and fears. When he moved through an integration of life 

and faith, following his divorce, it was other resources within the Christian faith, which he 
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drew on, to make sense of his new condition. He suggests that he always knew that these 

resources of opemess, relationship, and trust, existed in the faith, but he could not access 

them. His crisis in rninistry enabled him to do so. He was able to live through his divorce 

because he grasped a faith which gave him an integrated rather than a false, security. 

Again, these resources of the Christian faith were what enabled George to live through his 

persond crises, and to learn fiom his experience. 

Sheila experienced a safe, secure, loving and tmsting Christian environment in her 

early Me. As she says, she has never known a time or Iife, without f~th. She 

experienced, and was surrounded by, a personal, positive and natural faith, infused in her 

life fiom the beginning. Family, church and community provided a strong, integrated base 

for growth in faith and love. It was this life of faith which enabled her to meet the 

obstacles to validation she experienced in school, and to develop her speciai gift of care 

for those with emotiond or mental health difficulties. Her background strengthened her to 

tackle failure of care towards herself or others in seminary, in church, and in community. 

It enabled her to embrace the challenge of becoming a wornan in ministry, and to endure 

the problems which that decision inevitably brought with it. Sheila speaks about the grace 

of God in her life, enabling her to deal with difficulties, and to £ïnd uncharted routes to 

fulfil her ministries. It is her fundamental Christian faith which has made it possible for 

Sheila to "bloom where she is planted," and so to grow flowers where none had grown 

before. 

Peter too, iived in an environment of faith in his early life. Family, church, 

cornmunity were an integrated cornmunity of love, support, tmst and faith. His 
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experience, taking responsibility and leadership in the church fkom childhood on, made 

this environment a second home, and the primary one of activity and leaming. The church 

was a powerful and positive influence in his Me, such that he grew into it as his proper 

vocation and place of fulfillrnent. Patterns of prayer and study in Scripture dso helped 

hirn deal with crises. He found, upon retuming f?om Latin Amenca, that these spiritual 

processes are what enabled him to work through his experience, and to learn from it. This 

leaming, in the faith and practice of the church, was a pattern which canied Peter through 

the various obstacles he encountered in his ministry, including celibacy. His special sense 

of the comuni ty  of the faith was dso  critical, as he was able to draw upon those close 

and caring relationships throughout his ministry, to heIp him meet the challenges he 

encountered. 



CHAPTER VIII 

REFLECTIONS ON THE APPLICATION OF 
THE THEORY OF EXPEEENTIAL LEARNING TO PARTICIPANT NARRATIVES 

A. Introduction 

We have reflected on the leamings and sources of learning experienced by the 

proj ect participants. We have dso  introduced this study with a theoretical foundation 

addressing concepts of experiential leaming, transfomative learning, the construction of 

meaning, narrative as the communicative structure of the self, and autobiography as the 

narrative of human life, expenence and change. We have also discussed theological 

perspectives on these processes including the meaning of Christian expenence and 

leamllig, theology as dependent upon narrative, and issues of Christian identity and 

spiritual transformation. 

In this chapter, refemng back to the theoretical foundations of the study, we reflect 

on the way in which the theory illuminates and helps in the understanding of the 

narratives. Obversely, we also reflect how the narratives of participants refine, illuminate 

or critique the theory as outlined. This reflection is stmctured by refemng to the sections 

outlined originally in the explication of the theory. 
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B. Reflection-Ex~erÏence as a Source of Learning 

1. Experiential Leaming as Personal 

Generally participants did not use the language of learning to refer to their 

experience. They did however, refer to the impact of their experience, often in very 

dramatic ways: "1 am not the sarne person I was," "It was the death of what 1 thought 

ministry was," "That single event marked my life more than 1 can ever say," "To Say the 

least, my concept of ministry as an ordained priest has changed very much over these 

twenty-nine years." In most cases, the leaming was through the impact of significant 

events experienced either singly as crisis, or cumulatively. The Iearning itself was based 

on the teasing out of the specific cognitive content of the learning as a much longer, more 

evolutionary process. For instance, the leaming impact of the Latin Amencan experience 

on Peter is one that has not yet nin its course- The leaming fiorn that one significant 

expenence has also worked itself out differently, through the variety of contexts of 

ministry he has since experienced, whether that context be in the area of liturgy, or 

whether it be specific applications of rninistry in varying parishes. The learning impact 

has been continuous, and unique to the setting. This contextual nature of the learning, is 

one major component of the theory of expenential leaming. Participant narratives have 

s h o w  clearly the extent to which significant experiences whether of a crisis nature or not, 

have been major sources of learning for rninistry. 

A further charactenstic of the experiential Leaming which can be deduced fiom the 

above stated quotations, is the intensely persona1 impact of the learning. In several cases 
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participants identified a hdamental shift in their experience of thernselves, their 

selfbood, and their relation to the world. George in particular, is an example of this 

fundamental personal conversion, but Doreen and Rufus also point to such experiences in 

a highly direct fashion- The l e h g  meant a profound reinterpretation of their sense of 

persona1 identity. Tt was not always clear, exactly how identity had changed, but a review 

of leaniings, such as the reworhg of ideals, show significant changes in meaning 

perspectives and ways of seeing themselves in their vocation. 

Another significant observation has been made, that these leaming processes or 

experïences could not be separated in terms of their impact, whether that impact was on 

self-identity and personal change, or on vocationai self understanding, or finally upon an 

understanding of the nature of ministry itself. Personal identity was intirnately intertwined 

with vocational identity, and vocational identity with actual experience in the practice of 

mùiistry. In every case, the issue of vocationai identity was a component of early life 

expenence in family, chuch, and community. In terms of change which occurred within 

ministry, the greater the personal impact, the greater the impact on the understanding of 

ministry. We have seen this most clearly in George's narrative, but also in that of each of 

the other participants. 

2. Five Characteristics of Experiential Learning 

Kolb's five characteristics descriptive of experiential leaming remain useful as 

general benchmarks to identifi certain aspects of the phenornenon. They continue to serve 

to distinguish experiential learning &om other concepts. Without reference to the refùted 
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theoretical base, they may be identified more generically in the field of adult education, as 

having some general applicability. 

The first suggested that leamhg was best conceived as a process rather than in 

ternis of outcomes. Clearly, in the case of each participant, the learning was a process of 

actud experience rather than a preconceived plan. It was a product of lived experience, 

rather than a the result of a set of defined Iearning goals and objectives. The ieaming was 

entireiy idiosyncratic, unique to the context of each individual, and even, serendipitous, 

not a cognitively constmcted learning plan. 

The second characteristic has referred to learning as a result of the interplay of 

consciousness and environment. For instance, in George's case, the complex of his 

conflicted calling and faith perspective was challenged through his divorce, and it was the 

interplay of his consciousness and this event which produced the conditions for 

experiential learning. Each participant's narrative described a particular consciousness 

developed in early life, as a kind of basic form of consciousness which was brought to 

bear on the events whîch challenged them later in their Iives. 

The third characteristic described Iearning which resulted £iom the resolution of 

opposing ways of dealing with the world. In a general sense, we have seen in many of our 

participants, the Ieaming benefit of the intense conflicts which assailed them in their 

ministry. Doreen's experience at Stoneybrook challenged fundamental assumptions of the 

way she perceived her Iife, her world, and her ministry, It was a cauldron of experience 

with which she intensely interacted, and which left her witk, a Iegacy of leanied adaptation 

which she carried with her into Iater stages of her rninistry. These stniggles could be 
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identified in the experience of al1 participants. 

Fourth, learning was seen as an holistic process of adaptation to the world issuing 

in such characteristics as toletance for arnbiguity, decision-making skills, and attitude 

change. With each of our participants major processes of adaptation occurred. Minisû-y, it 

might be said, was for d l  participants, an adaptation of the perceptions and models 

deveIoped early in their lives, which were moderated through the challenges which 

ministry presented. Ministry was a particular vocational journey, each step of the way of 

which, involved adaptation, change and development of life long experiential themes 

beginning most profoundly, with early formed impressions and experiences. 

The flfth characteristic referred to that of the creation of knowledge through 

experience. Clearly, the experiences of the participants taught them much about 

themselves and the nature of rninistry. Some of these areas of knowledge have been 

identified in the tearnings noted for each participant. A more general conclusion of 

knowledge gauied about rninistry, must be stated in very tentative terms. For instance, 

there is some indication that the ideal models of ministry which these participants brought 

to their practice, were inadequate to help resolve the challenges they faced in their 

practice. This learning, and others, could benefit from m e r  exploration, research and 

application. 

3. Contextualized Learning 

The critique of Kolb was based on the individualized and psychologized 

interpretation of the learning process which seemed to guide his interpretation of sources, 
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and his motive to support the expenentiai learning model. This directed a view of leaming 

away from that which appreciated the social and cultural components of leaming, which 

identified the leamer within the context of hisfher historical and cultural formation. The 

decision to work with participants on the basis of their view of their world, their 

understanding of thernselves in the total context of their lives, ranging fiom the 

circumstances of their childhood, to the compiex of interrelationships in their rninistries, to 

their institutional cornmitments and relationships of power, were al1 part of understanding 

the individual in context. The learning was seen to be a product of the particular fonns of 

enmeshment of the person in their environment throughout the history of their experience. 

The particular view of experiential leaming espoused in this study was developed in 

response to the critique of individualism, and the format of the use of narrative, was made 

central in order to accommodate this view. The resultant narratives and conclusions have 

been seen to substantiate these decisions. 

4. Meaning-making Themes 

Tlirough the interviews with participants it was also clear that the learning process 

was in fact, a meaning-making process. In each case, experience was woven into a 

narrative structure witb a beginning, a rniddle, and a striving towards resolution. Themes 

were evident in each narrative, and most often had their genesis in reflection on childhood 

experience. The theme of personal validation dorninated the narrative of Sheila. George's 

theme revolved around the overcoming of his sense of abandonment. Doreen's theme was 

the upholding of a relational model of ministry. Rufiis' theme was that of moving beyond 
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the angry God in him. Peter's theme was one of acknowledging the mutuality of ministry 

within a paradigm of third world justice. 

In reviewing these themes, it is possible to identi% etements which stem fiom the 

earl y life of each participant. Rufus' early experience of the death of his grandrnother 

provided the life long tension which played itself out in his rninistry- Doreen's narrative 

most clearly develops itself out of the conflict over the issue of the ordination of practicing 

homosexual persons, but the conflict cannot be understood for her, outside the challenge to 

her model of ministry developed in persona1 dialogue with her father's legacy. George's 

ministry is, in itself, the result of the resolution of confIicts experienced in his childhood. 

There were many Iayers of meaning-making which take place in this process; 

meanings which had been attributed to eariier experience, meanings which were 

transfonned in Iight of later experience, and meanings which were created in the very 

process of deveIopïng their Me narratives. Doreen established early, her understandings of 

the nature of ministry. These understandings changed in light of  her experience. Even 

through the interview process she developed new insights, One instance, was her 

discovery during the narrative construction process that it was the model of  her 

grandmother's spirituality which sustained her in many of the most diffrcult tirnes at 

Stoneybrook. It was clear throughout the interview processes with each participant, that 

meaning-making was integral to the process of the construction of their autobiography. 

We noted in the fifth chapter the different strearns of meaning-making which 

overlapped in the vocation of the minister. Beginning with the persona1 joumey, the 

meaning-making of one's own identity there was as well, meaning-making construction 
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about the nature of ministry, meaning-making in the context of the community of the 

faithfii1, meaning-making in reference to the Biblical narrative, and meaning-rnaking with 

respect to life in the larger community. These overlapping meaning-making processes, as 

conscious activities within the vocation of rninistry, provided a rich leaming environment 

for the minister. It was obvious with each participant, how these levels of rneaning- 

making overlapped in their narratives. For instance, in Peter's narrative, it is possibIe to 

observe his own persona1 meaning-making journey and how it was affected by his 

experiences with his own farnily, church and local community. It was the experience of 

Latin American which posed a fùndarnental tension for Peter and his formative 

perspective. That experience was the basis for ongoing meaning-making through 

reflection on Scripture, liturgical expression and theological exploration, Later in his 

ministry, we have seen a kind of reversal of the process. His own understanding and 

perspective has acted as interpreter and evaluator of the world around Jim, inciuding the 

actions and trends of the church. This proactive meaning-making process was pronounced 

in each of the narratives of the participants, as they tackled their world with strength out of 

the crises they had endured. 

A M e r  comment relates to the discussion in this study, of the positioning of the 

vocation of the minister. This positioning has been characterized as interpreter, whereby 

the minister fùnctions as an interpreter central to many layers of experientid rneaning - 

self, culture, faith, Scnpture, faith community, wider cof~lfnunity, p s t  and future 

identities, vision. The example of Doreen illustrates the power of this function. She was 

caught at the centre of conflictual meanings and visions, having to establish her own view 
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in light of her reflection on her own joumey, and on her growing understanding of the 

journey of the church. She also illustrated the meaning of the strength of the self, as she, 

through her reflection, anirmed the meaning of her self amidst the many other competing 

meanings dernanding power over her. 

5. Transformative Learning 

Mezirow based his understanding of transfomative learning upon processes of 

adaptation whereby distorted assurnptions, arising fiom early socialization into cultural 

meaning perspectives, were fùndamentally challenged. The uncntical assimilation of 

these perspectives lead in later life, to conflict and disorientation. Out of the disorienting 

dilernrna came the process of transfomative potential, the acquiring of radically new 

perspectives which resolved the underlying dilemma of a person's current experience. 

This process may be seen most clearly in the experience of George. His early 

appropriation of the Christian faith came up short in many ways in his early ministry, as 

he sought a more integrated life experience, less isolation, and finally a way to assess and 

incorporate the event of his divorce. Clearly he engaged in a process of transformative 

learning wbich has Ied to a fulfilled and open life and ministry- Only slightly Iess in 

degree, were the expenences of Rufus, Sheila, and Doreen. Fundamental assurnptions 

about life, cornmunity, and ministry were reassessed, changed, issuing in new strength and 

purpose. Clearly as well, the impact of these specific challenges to each of our 

participants, hm had long term repercussion, and continuing transformation in the new and 

vax-ied contexts of their lives and ministries. For instance, Peter's experimentation with 
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lay rninistry in d l  of his subsequent parish work, offered very specific contexts for him to 

work out his stark conceptualization of rninistry as accompaniment, which was secured ui 

him through his expeeence in Latin America. 

It is important here, to recognize the extent to which ernotional and psychological 

trauma were involved in the transformative process of several participants. While 

Meziro w ackno wledges the emotional dficulties often associated with tram formative 

Iearning, he does not describe or acknowledge these, at least to the extent that we have 

observed them in the experience of participants in this project. These were deeply personal 

experiences of great spintual import to those involved. They were transfomative Iearning 

processes, but more than Mezirow suggests, they invoived complex meaning-making 

processes drawing on meaning resources in creative and powerful ways. 

6. Transformative Learning in Cultural and Social Context 

We may now consider the role of culture in the experience of our participants. 

Mezirow has identified culture as integral to that part of early socialization fiom which, 

through the process of transformative leaniing, one is potentially liberated. Cntical 

reflection is the cognitive lever enabling the individual to identiQ those cultural 

components in one's life which perpetuate false assumptions and inadequate meaning 

perspectives. It c m  be seen that several participants developed new cultural and social 

perspectives as a resdt of their transformative leaming experiences. Doreen's experience 

at Stoneybrook challenged her deeply. She stmggled with the defining of her own 

perspective through prayer and study. Her upbringing and much of her leaming in the 
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church up till that time would not have provided direct guidance on a proper perspective 

on this issue. For Doreen, this was a transformative expenence, as she discovered that the 

value of social justice and human care required of her, a new perspective on this issue. 

She forged this perspective for herseif, and she endured the challenges which confkonted 

her. The perspective she forged then became a force in her life and ministry, to understand 

in an ever expanding complexity, the issues of human diversity in ministry. Her leaming 

had definite social and cultural consequences for herself and her ministry. George's 

experience illustrated the importance of the sense of belonging and identity which comes 

with a cultural heritage, and the personal dislocation resulting f?om its absence. His 

transformative l e d n g  Ied to a cornpletely new perspective on his relationship with 

people, the church, and the wider community. His openness to these, is also a valuing of 

them, and a deep respect for their experience. George's transformative leaming has also 

led to a deep sensitivity to the presence of what he calls, "spiritual abuse." This freedom 

of the Spirit, has, for him, become a social and cultural rallying cry for examining the 

ways in which this abuse occurs, and ways to confiont it. This is not dissimilar to the 

experience of Rufus, who, having reacted to the theme of anger in his early home, church 

and community life, established a mode of ministry, particularly sensitive to the way in 

which social and cultural power are used to oppress. Peter's experience showed the 

impact of exposure to a very different culture as a kind of critical perspective on his own 

cultural formation, and more irnportantly, an ongoing critical perspective towards his lived 

life in North Amerka. With respect to the culture of the church, both George and Peter 

identified and implemented changes in Iiturgy resulting from critical reflection on the 
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nature of the church. Sheila and Doreen both experienced aspects of the church which, in 

replacing some of their earlier ideals about church community, gave them a stronger 

critical perspective on the politico-cultural characteristics of church life. Sheila's 

experience with the issues of validation and vaiuation have guided her social and cultural 

mission to support justice and equality for those who are challenged in any way, or who 

Cr" have experienced prejudice and discrimination, whether inside or outside, the church. 1 ne 

impact of culture can be seen to be an important ingredient in the transfomative leamkg 

process for participants, but this impact must be characterized as complex and multi- 

layered. 

C. Reflection - Ex~erience and Meaning 

1. CuItural Embeddedness 

Carlsen, Randall and Polkhghorne are theonsts who focus on the meaning-making 

nature of hurnan existence. Al1 agree that there can be no experience without an act of 

interpretation. If this is the case, experience cannot be accessed except through cultural 

categories. The way in which we interpret who we are and what our expenence means is 

tied to the symbolic worlds of language and interpretation we inherit. 

The investigation of the cultural embeddedness of the narratives reported by our 

participants is beyond the scope of this paper. M a t  can be pointed out, is the way in 

which each participant interpreted hislher experience in light of the self-understandings 

and practices of their family of origin and the comrnunities in which the families existed. 

In each case participants spoke very specifically about their early farnily life, and their 
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early relationships with church and wider cornmunity. Each reference to these earlier 

experiences was tied to and integrated with an overall interpretation of their lifi 

experience and life long patterns. RufÙsy expenence of the oppressiveness of early church 

and comniunity life Ient a meaning umbrelIa to his adult focus on the fieedom to be, and 

perception of the dysfunctionality of institutions and structures. Sheila's exposure eady to 

issues of mental and ernotional heaith were part of her overall narrative of the meaning of 

her iife and rninistry. In other words, the selective process of portraying Me experience 

was always in relation to a currently perceived rneaning about self-identity and the 

purpose of life in the present. 

2. Reflectiveness 

Hillman refers to "soul" history as an indepth psychological process of developing 

insight into life meaning. This is sirnilar to Randallys belief that the process of 

"experiencing" our Iives is the measure of our self-consciousness through acts of 

recollection and reflection. It seemed to the researcher, that the level of experiencing \vas 

optimal with the participants, as they easily engaged in a reflective process about 

themselves and their vocation of ministry. With very little prompting, participants began 

their reflection beginning with their earliest impressions in childhood. Throughout their 

discussion of their life histones, without exception, they fieely exposed highly sensitive 

information in a direct and insightful rnmer. It was clear that, as ministers, they saw 

reflection on their life experience as part of their vocational identity, and as a function of 

the meaning-making nature of their vocation. In retrospect, it has been clear dirough these 
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interviews, that ministry, as vocation, lent itself well, to the assumptions of this project 

3. Continua1 Reinterpretation 

Kegan's contribution to this discussion was the way in which he deseribed how 

meaning is derived fiom a coherence within a total organizing system. Kegan, Carlsen 

and Randall posited meaning as an organizing process, to make sense of experience in an 

ongoing way. Randall in particular referred to the continual restructurixlg of our world and 

ourselves through routine reinterpretation of expenence. The participants were able to 

descnbe with more or less detail, the earLy fiamework of how they interpreted their world. 

What was most instructive, was the way in which that early framework was continualiy 

affecteci and adapted by cumulative experience and changes in understanding. This 

sometimes came to full circle, in terms of a rejection of early perception, to later renewed 

insight into the value of the perception. Doreen saw herself as forging a new role for 

herself, less Iirniting than her mother's homemaking function. In later new 

reinterpretation she recaptured the centrality of family, and domestic relationships as 

Liberating forces, forces which make up what Welton called, the "life-world." Rufus re- 

evaluated the experience of his father, to see in it some of the same struggles he himself 

endured, the stniggle to fïnd a sense of persona1 fkeedom in a prescrïbed social 

environrnent. The "reworking of the ided" in severai of the participant narratives, was a 

process of new understanding and new perspective, a process seen as never-ending. A 

tentative resolution of earIy life conflict may be reached, and can be seen in the narrative 

reports of the participants, perhaps most notably in George's narrative. It would be false, 
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however, to conclude that there is any final resolution. George has continued and will 

continue to work with the theme of abandonment in his life, but, of course, fiom a new 

perspective. New experiences bring new perspectives, but the ingredients always relate to 

themes akeady articulated- These themes remain the meaning structures used for 

perceiving an open and fiee future. 

D. Reflection-Narrative and the Self 

1. Cultural Reflection 

The issue of identity and the selfis one of how we construct our own story fiom 

the storied experience amund us. Crites reported that narrative was not so much the 

product of our identity as it is the bearer of it. We are our stories. Yet our stories are not 

soiely our own; we are dependent upon the stoned experience of our farnilies and our 

comrnunities. The function of critical reflection is the notion of our own conscious 

awztreness of the stories of which we are made, and our own storied take on these. None 

of our participants could begin the story of who they were without reference to their 

reflection on original farnily and comrnunity contexts and narratives. These were 

fundamental reference points for al1 of the participants. Al1 participants had developed a 

strong critical faculty in assessing the impact of cultural and social environment on the 

formation of their identities. One of the most important of these was their h i l y  and 

community adherence to the Christian faith, and the narratives which flowed fiom that. 

George was able to reflect clearly, on his own formative influences, the interplay of 

religious, farnily and national identities, their impact on him, and how together, they had 
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wreaked havoc in his youth and young adulthood. Peter reflected strongly on how his 

experience in Latin America posed questions of his own cultural assumptions developed in 

Atlantic Canada Doreen reflected on the narratives which forrned her, and the strengths 

and weaknesses of these as she faced the challenges of her ministry. Sheila too, engaged 

in a transfomative process which enabled her to move beyond the more comfortabIe 

narratives of childhood, to face the complex issues of rninistry. Participants were well 

aware of these influences, had distanced themselves for the most part, and were able to 

reflect critically on both the weaknesses and strengths of their early experience. 

2. The Socially Constructed Self 

Bruner suggested that the traditional essentialist notion of the seIf was opposed to 

the notion of self as socially constructed. Self is dependent upon the contextualized 

stoned nature of experience. It is interesting how a few participants, Doreen and George 

in particular, shared their perception that they were not the same persons before and after 

their critical events, events social and cultural in nature. Doreen, in confronting the crisis 

at Stoneybrook, experienced change in herself. That change was always in the context of 

the specific social and cultural issue at hand, narnely, the meaning of hornosexuality and 

the Christian faith. Not only did the event change her, but it also brought about a different 

social perspective which affected dramatically, her future rninistry. The traumatic event in 

Rufus' first charge, eclipsed his sense of himself and his vocation prepa.ring him for an 

experience of "grace." Experience aEected how participants viewed themselves, but also 

how they viewed the social and cultural cornponents of the event. In several cases, Rufus, 
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George, Doreen, and Sheila, it had much to do with their revised view of the Christian 

church and their relation to it. LastIy, although their was restructuring of the self in these 

processes, it is clear that the old self was never cornpletely discarded. The weaving of the 

developrnental identity went through significant changes, but that weaving of experience 

embraced who the participants were, f?om their birth to the present. 

3- The Move Towards Resolution 

Polkinghome suggests that the more complete the story which is recollected, the 

more integrated is the self. Clearly, in the process of interpreting their life story, each 

participant rnoved towards resolution of issues, again not in a final sense, but in a sense of 

finding the level of understanding and future intentionality which took account of the 

leamhg they each had experienced in their lives and vocation. Doreen was finding a new 

and bdanced focus in her work and persona1 fulfillment. George was moving towards a 

fulfilhent of his rninistry in a renewed contract with the congregation who had chosen to 

share their spiritual journey with him and he, theirs. Rufis was discovenng how to "be 

free" within the fieedom of the community of shared faith. Sheila was finding fulfillment 

through giving of herself in a range of ministries within a hard fought compromise of 

shared rninisterial functioning. Ironically, because Peter's pastoral experience had been 

perceived as an exciting reflection on global social justice, he is left at this tirne with 

challenges to integrate perceived threat to values promulgated at the Second Vatican 

Council, values which had formed the foundation of his own priestly commitrnents. 

Clearly, the level of achieved integration by participants may be attributed to their 
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reflective ability, the characteristic of which they lent to their vocation. 

4. The Self as Sacred Story 

Randall suggested that this understanding of the stoned nature of the seIf, and the 

sense that identity is tied to our constnicted narrative, has roots in Christian tradition. 

Scnpture and the Christian story understands God and mth as a sacred history, a sacred 

narrative, a narrative instilled with value, purpose and meaning. He suggested that these 

are the characteristics, borrowed fiom faith, which aIso instill our own narratives. Each of 

our participants wrestled in his or her narrative with their own sense of purpose, rneaning, 

and the value on their lives and ministry. For instance, Doreen's narrative revolved 

around learnings about personal integrity, the meaning of human and church community, 

the meaning of love, and her own sense of purpose in life. The very stnictuing of these 

individual stories reflected the issues posed in spirituality and faith, issues of the rneaning 

and purpose of a person's life. 

E. Reflection - Autobioma~hv: A Narrative of Leamine; and Change 

1. Life Stories frorn Present Perspective 

We have comrnented on the reflective qualities of those we interviewed, and the 

ways in which the vocation may have encouraged a reflective orientation. We have also 

discussed the processes of meaning-making and story telling as the mode of understanding 

who we are as persons. This form of story telling, because personal, is autobiographical in 

nature. Participants had no difficulty engaging in autobiographical construction as they 
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responded to the requirements of the project. 

Randall explored some of the literary devices which comprised the "plotting7' of 

one's life. Every story, he maintained, has a plot which is the medium not only of 

meaning, but rnorality and metaphysics. One result of this was the way in which the plot 

was always developed in light of the direction towards which the self projected itself. We 

are "profluenced by the future." This direction became the principle of selection for 

interpretation and understanding of both the present and past. The current contexts of the 

participants guided their view of the past. For instance, the fact that all participants 

rernained in ministry rather than having left it, rneant that they focussed on the meaning of 

the vocation for themselves at the present t h e ,  despite the vicissitudes they had 

experienced. They had resolved to confi~rm their ongoing vocational choice, not be 

rejecting it, but by transfoming it, or transforming themselves in it, in order to maintain 

their vocational comrnitment. The focus of this study has been on these processes of 

transformation. 

2. Central Life Themes or Plots 

Randall referred as well, to the Literary devices of the autobiographical story 

telling, such as antihero, victim, black comedy. We have not focussed here on the literary 

conventions inherent in the process of narrative construction. However, each participant 

was very conscious of issues of consistency in meaning-making through the act of 

autobiographical construction. Interpretation of the past had to relate to an overall 

integrated and unified understanding of life experience. Early experience was related 



297 

which had import for understanding current experience. Out of  al1 the experiences of 

childhood, Rufus chose to focus on the death of his grandmother because of the way it 

shed light on the conflict he had experienced throughout his ministry. George focussed on 

his experience of abandonment at age six, because of the way in which this experience 

shed light on the criticai struggle of his own rninistry for a sense of community and 

belonging. Participants tended to identie "trigger events" and sigaificant experiences to 

explain their understanding of themselves and their personal journey both in ternis of their 

ps t ,  but also their project for the future. Peter's cornmitment to lay ministry, discovered 

significantly in Latin America, but also through his post Second Vatican Council 

education, has become an ongoing project in ministry partly because of a perceived threat 

to its development in the church today. The narratives of the participants revealed both a 

trend towards thematic unity and also, c1ea.r chronicles of change and transformation. In 

the end, the transformation is integrated into the whole thread of the narrative of the 

individual's life. 

3. Multiple Perspectives 

In recording these stories it was important to note the subjective and biased nature 

of each narrative. These were stories about events in life, which couid have been entirely 

di fferent if written from the perspective of another participant. Autobiographical 

construction is a filtered process. The participant is not able to recapture the events of 

their lives, in progress. They first of ail, have chosen to remember those details which 

illuminate their current experience. They have also chosen detail to meet the requirements 
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of the researcher focussing on experience considered to have learning potential. The 

particular purposes and understandings of the project would have influenced the reporting, 

particuiarly because the emphasis is on experience in vocation. For instance, in several 

cases, the issues of cccaIluig'y were central to the reported narrative. The story was also 

filtered through the consciousness of the researcher as he asked questions of the 

participants and proceeded to surnmarize i n t e ~ e w s  into cogent narratives. He too would 

have been guided by the purposes of the project to understand how experiential Iearning 

had occurred and how it affected the ministry of participants. The filtering process does 

not undennine the integrity of the resulting narratives since meaning-making is dways a 

filtering process, and it is t h i s  rneaning-making process with which the project is 

interested. This means as well, that the study does not attempt the c'joumalistic" task of 

getting at the truth of what happened. Rather, the tnith attempted is the description of how 

the participant understood &teir experience, and why they understood it in the way they 

did, No participant assumed that what they reported was the only way to perceive the 

experience, nor did they reject the fact that other actors, other ccviewers," rnight well have 

perceived the same events differently. 

4. Learning by Autobiographical Construction 

Brady has emphasized the learning component as part of the processes described 

thus far. The way that persons leam about themselves and their persona1 world is through 

the act of autobiographical construction. We establish the shape of our lives, the thread 

that weaves itself through our expenence by reflecting in autobiographicai mode, which 
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may be an oral or written process. The purposive nature of our [ives is facilitated by the 

construction of our persona1 narrative. It becomes our way to direct our Iives, to give 

order to our existence, to imaginatively project ourselves into the future, and to see 

ourselves fiom moral and aesthetic purpose. We have seen this in the Iife themes 

articulated by our participants. Peter has focussed on the "accompanirnent" or shared 

rninistry theme of his vocation, George, upon the shared and open journey, Sheila, upon 

the mission to value and validate human personality, Rufus, upon the relational and 

compassionate mandates of the vocation, Doreen, upon respect for persons, and the caring 

process between them. These themes became the purposive and moral structures which 

enabled each participant to make ongoing sense of their lives and their work in ministry. 

These themes become ways for the participants to move their ministries in new and 

creative directions. For instance, Sheila has moved some of her ministry into the area of 

criminal justice, while Peter has moved some of his attention to protecting the gains of the 

Second Vatican Council in the area of lay ministry. The learning process here has been 

one of in-depth reflection leading to the identification of the issues of one's life and 

ministry, and to the directions one chooses to address them. Sheila has continually sought 

for ways to ùitegrate her theme of emo tional and mental health in ministry. R h s  has 

sought for ways to ensure that ministry is focussed on acceptance of, and care between, 

persons and to limit the impact of other peripheral issues on that caring process. Peter has 

sought to integrate justice issues into the central act of the worshipping cornmunity, the 

liturgy. George has sought to maximize the sense of CO-journeying with the congregation, 

inviting al1 members to accompany him in an open spiritually fiee walk, as he also walks 
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with them. Doreen h a  moved in her ministry to find balance where personal hlfilment is 

a priority, so that through her own fulfillment, she can contribute to the fulfillment of 

O thers. 

In keeping with the work of Boyd and Myers, and Nelson, it is clear that it was 

through processes of discernment, receptivity and grieving (including saering), that 

participants were able to move in an open and receptive manner through their experiences. 

It was through their reflective and imaginative capaciw, that they were able to use those 

experiences to build creative new self-understanding, and new productive directions for 

their work in ministry. 

F. Critical Comment on the Theoretical Pers~ective 

The fiarnework of expenential learning was seen to be useful for interpreting the 

experience of participants. Most of the theoretical concepts found resonance in the way in 

which participants reported and interpreted their experience in life and ministry. 

Most participants reported that trauma accounted for much of their most significant 

experience and learning. Theorists such as Mezirow may have not explored, in a 

comprehensive way, the impact of this kind of experience on the individual. It is not clear 

in the literature, if the concept of "disorienting dilemma" comprehends al1 that is invoIved 

in humm trauma. For one thing, trauma wouId seem to have as much potential for 

personal destruction, as for leaming. What is it about human experience that can use 

trauma as a rneans to build greater awareness of life's meaning? If transfomative learning 

involves the most fundamental of cognitive shifts whereby former assurnptions of living 
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and perception, are altered, it would seem to be the case that this also involves significant 

psychological and emotional impact. The leaming theonsts do not explore sufficiently 

what enables the individual to benefit fiom, rather than be defeated by, these kinds of 

psychologically pro found experiences. 

Boyd, Myers, and Nelson have identified processes of discernment, receptivity and 

grieving as elements contrîbuting to learning. They have attempted to base experkntid 

leaming less on the centrality of cognitive process, and more on f i c t i v e  experience. It is 

clear fiorn the participants, that learning fiom experience, had to do with the immersion of 

the total individual in the experience. The events which had the greatest leaming impact 

on participants, were traumatic and dl-encompassing. They affected every aspect of 

human functioning. The experiences of Stoneybrook, Latin America, Middle St. church, 

Residential School, and First Charge were explosive experiences in the consciousness of 

participants. These were also the most profound learning events. More needs to be 

understood about how individuais process these experiences, and learn from them. 

Et seemed, at times, in the theory, that transformative learning was put forward as a 

single Leap of sociai and cultural liberation. It has been seen in this study, that 

transformative learning is indeed liberating. But such learning itself, takes place also 

within sociai and cultural context, and is in need of ongoing critical reflection. The 

participants made major strides in reflecting upon their experience and dilernrnas from 

whïch they learned much. However, the Iearning was never divorced from ongoing 

challenges. The integration process often stretched long into the future. Peter's post Latin 

Amencan expenence did not produce an immediately stmctured, new meaning 
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perspective. It was an experience which, as time went on, he was able to draw upon for a 

wider social and cultural awareness, an awareness he brought to bear in many new 

contexts of life and rninistry. The experiential learning theorists have not reflected 

sufftciently upon the evoiutionary and developmental character of this process. 

There is little attention to stage development in experiential leaming theory. It has 

been suggested that stage development theory does not take into proper consideration the 

complex environmental components which determine learning potential. Particular history 

and events in life are a critical component of the learning processes in an individual's life. 

However, it seemed to this researcher, that the participant's extended length of experience 

in the vocation, and possibly the mature age of participants, had something to do with their 

ability to reflect, with greater objectivity, upon their lives and careers. There may well be 

a developmental component about th& willingness to reflect critically upon the past. 

It is usehl to ask what enabled these participants to learn fiom traumatic 

experience, rather than to be overcome by it? The transfomative learning theorists seem 

to suggest that the ability to learn fiom such experiences is found within the expenence 

itself- A change in perspective about the ordination of homosexuals, woutd corne fiom the 

processes of cognitive change themselves, in the sense that the disonenting dilemma 

causes the change. Certainly, it is not suggested by these theorists that anything fiom 

earlier meaning perspectives have anything to do with success in achieving a new meaning 

perspective. The experience in this study suggests, however, that strong meaning 

structures acquired in socialization were also central to the person's ability to process 

changes in perspective in adulthood. Doreen's grounding in Christian values and mords 
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in her early life, were what enabled her to endure the trauma of her experience at 

Stoneybrook, and gave her models of spiritual strength to Learn fiom that expenence. We 

c m o t  divorce George's transformation, fiom his basic Christian orientation gained in 

childhood. It would seem that the transfomative process may be more complex, 

interrelated, and psychologically profound than the theonsts have yet outlined. 

G. Reflection - Theological Perspectives 

1. Narrative, Reflection and Learning, in Christian Perspective 

From a theological perspective, experience has been seen to be an appropriate 

category for theologicaI reflection, and a focus for learning. Experience understood as the 

"continuous process of story-telling" is the basic datum for understanding a person's and 

cornrnunity's relationship with Gad?'' Expenential Learning may be thought of as the 

reflective content of that relationship. As Groome puts it, "Christian reIigious education 

(or leaming) should be grounded in a relational/ experientidreflective way of knowing 

that is informed by the Story of faith fiorn Christians before us, and by the Vision toward 

which that Story  point^."^" 

As we have stated, ministers, by theu vocational choice, are well positioned to 

become aware of the interplay between their own personal narratives, and the narrative of 

the Church. Many stories are here intertwined: the story of their original family and 

'''Trond Enger, "Religious Education Between Psychology and Theology," 
Religious Education 436. 

202Thomas H. Groome, Christian Religious Education: Sharing Our Smry and 
Vision 145. 
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themselves, the story of their own and their family's with the story of their church 

cornrnunity, the narrative of Scripture as played out in their church cornrnunity; the 

interplay of their family, church and local comrnunity narratives. Al1 these narratives 

played uniquely in the consciousness of the minister whose job it was to articulate these 

stones in light of the Christian story rnost specifically told in Scripture. This reflective act 

provided the critical capacity for the uncovering and naming of self-histories, and for the 

cntical envisionhg of the fùture as the positive creative activity involved in creating and 

transfonning towards a future more closely attuned to the will of God. 

In light of our report of the narratives of our participant rninisters, we rnay note the 

impact of the interplay of individual, farnily, cultural and church narratives on their lives 

fiorn their earliest years. In every case early expenences of the impact of family and 

church life set the stage for lifelong issues and provided the fiame of reference for lifelong 

interpretations of expenence. As well, the interplay of these narratives resulted in the 

living out of many different forms of conflicts and problems, strengths and weaknesses in 

new and varied contexts, becoming stories not unlike the stories of the myriad of 

characters as told in Scripture. One example was Sheila's narrative where she relayed the 

impact of issues in her early life experience, and showed the way in which the resulting 

themes of self-esteem, emotional wholeness, gender roles, persona1 justice, social and 

economic marginality, have al1 been themes for development throughout her life, and 

central to her ministry. 

2. Critical Refl ection in Ministry 

How critical reflection has acted as a transfomative leaming experience for each 
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participant, is s h o w  within each narrative. It must be restated how familiar the cntical 

reflective act was for these participants. This faculty was identified as a pre-requisite for 

participation in the project, although the level of reflective ability could not be assessed 

pnor to conducting the project. Each participant provided critical interpretation of their 

experience fkom the frrst moment of telling their story. Tt was clear, as well, the extent to 

which Christian perceptions entered into their understanding of their experience. For 

Doreen, the requirement for criticai refl ection was tested at Stoneybrook. Here the 

different strands of her experience were brought together in a reflective process the result 

of which guided her action at a critical time in her Me and ministry. Using the spiritual 

mode1 of her grandmother, she reflected on the layers of her experience, her early fmily 

and church life, her understanding of the communities in which she lived, her Church's 

current theological reflection, her own understanding of Scripture, the context in which 

she now provided rninistry and, working out for herselfthe noms  of God's will for that 

moment, she took a stand. The rightness or wrongness of her thinking or action is not the 

question. What is the issue, was the strength of the reflective process which guided her in 

such a way that she was able to determine her own understanding, to confi-ont strong 

opposition, and to live with the consequences. Et was also the stniggle through which she 

envisioned the füture shape of the Christian community in relating to the challenge of 

diversity at the third millennium. The transformative nature of the leaming which resulted 

fiom her reflection was the impact on her and her rninistry over time, as she reworked her 

own sense of self, and her understanding of minis t ry  and the church, and applied it over 

time in her ongoing ministry. 
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Thomas Groome speaks often about the impact of the transfomative Vision in 

Christian faith and tradition, and the way in which that vision provides the n o m  of praxis 

for the envisioning and implementing of God's path in the world of today. It is a vision 

which energizes, so that not only are the faithfül edightened, but they are enabled to co- 

create with God, His Kingdom on earth. Clearly, our participants were so energized and 

enabled- George, through the appropriation of a new vision of relating to the world, and of 

the nature of the church, was empowered to make this vision the meaning of his day to day 

ministry. SheiIa had found in her vision, a new fieedom to be, and to minister in creative 

and caring ways. Doreen discovered herself through her trial, and with that her own power 

to forgive, and a strength to serve, despite the perfidy of human nature. Peter developed a 

vision of the global church with global responsibility, demonstrated in day to day ministry- 

Rufûs embraced a vision of God's forgiveness, and self-acceptance to guide his work 

within the differences of the people he served. Each participant noticeably had grown in 

strength and power in the way in which appropriated the Vision, and served it in their own 

places. 

3. The Narrative of God in Ministry 

The presence of God in ministry may be experienced through the narratives of 

ministries. The sense of God's involvement in the narratives we have been describing, has 

much to do with doctrines of revelation and inspiration. Working with the theological 

background of Niebuhr and Stroup, our understanding has lead to a perception that the 

basic Christian creed historically, has been a telling of sacred events, a sacred storytelling, 

as seen preeminently in such stones as The Crossing of the Red Sea, or the story of the life 
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of Christ in the gospels. The telling of the Scriptural narratives has been the critical 

foundation for understanding the meaning of the Christian faith. 

In a parallel understanding of this project, it is suggested that we cannot fully 

understand the nature of rninistry, or the work of God in Christian rninistry, without 

beginning with the narratives of the practice of ministry. As noted previously, Niebuhr 

suggests that revelation carmot be divorced fiorn the narrative or story of  revelation. So it 

is with rninistry. God's working is in the narrative of the practice of rninistry. For 

Niebuhr, it is in the inner story, the imer force in each person's experience which is the 

bearer of God's will. It is not so much the event itself, as how the event is understood in 

its formation and intention. But before we can speak of revelation, we must link that 

imer experience intersubjectively as the whole experience of the People of God. 

Revelation is apprehended through the intemal history of the People of God, and carmot be 

separated from that history. What to external history, seems the killing, through 

crucifixion, of a criminal narned Jesus, is, for the Christian, a narrative of the salvation of 

humankind. One instance from our participants is the experience of George. The critical 

extemal event was his divorce. But the meaning and resulting transformative Iearning 

through this experience was subjective, an internal process not accessible through simple 

observation. Each participant had their own way of expressing how God was at the centre 

of their journey, and the Teacher in al1 that they had leamed. 

4. Confessional Narrative 

The participants were generally cautious to identiQ in a facile manner, the work of 

God in their lives. They did so however, through the telling of their narratives, where they 
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linked their understanding of themselves to the narratives of their Christian experience 

fiom childhood to the present. Tbeir reflective process was always assumed Ui Christian 

context. The struggle Rufûs had had with the angry God, was his intemal struggle to 

understand the meaning of faith for him and his ministry throughout his life. Doreen's 

whirlwind was the cauldron of experience which pushed her in new directions in 

apprehending God's will for the local church, and for her own life fulfillment. Sheila, who 

spoke about how she benefitted fkom her struggles in apprehending God's will, also spoke 

directly of God's grace, in enabling her to see life values and directions through her 

disappointments. George too, was direct in seeing God's work in his c'conversion~' f?om 

abandonment to belonging. It was the despair of divorce which precipitated this new 

apprehension of God in his life. Peter experienced the will of God through his family and 

church Me. He lived that will consciously throughout his ministry, in light of his 

experience in Latin America. It rnay not be an exaggeration to suggest that the reflective 

content of the narrative reports is immersed in the faith of the participants, and in their 

struggle to ascertain the will of God for themselves and their ministries. 

As noted, Stroup has taken up the concept of confession to show how 

autobiography has served as a Tom to describe God's action in our lives. He üsed 

Augustine's Confessions as a mode1 to illustrate this function- Christian confession arises 

in the unique "collision" of the persona1 identity narrative as it becomes illumined and 

transfonned through the impact of the Christian narrative upon it. The narrative of what it 

means to be a Christian today, as expressed in the actual living experience of Christians, is 

the vehicle of confession. As such each participant, in reflecting on their unique stmggle 
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to Iive out their Christian faith in ministry has provided us with a confessional document, 

The claim is not that the confession is complete, nor that participants identified their 

n a t i v e  as confession, nor that they were asked to reflect specifically on faith issues. But 

in the telling of their storïes in coping with the vicissitudes of theÏr ministnes, they 

revealed their way of interpreting their experience as Christian perçons and ministers. 

Their confessions, as was Augustine's, were full of the particular joys and sorrows, 

disappointments and happiness, angers and fnistrations, fears and stniggles, suRerings and 

celebrations, visions and prophecies, failures and successes, al1 that went to the make up of 

every aspect of human experience. The confession was the way in which participants' 

submitted to a spiritual "learning" process by which they made specific attempts to 

examine their experiences of their understanding faith and 

From the study, it may be suggested that the Christian faith, as faith, contnbuted 

strongly to the potential for learning. The way in which participants reappropriated their 

early Christian perspectives, for revisioning under often tramatic conditions, showed a 

resilience and flexibility of meaning structure, which in itself, helped to promote the 

learning process. For instance, Sheila's early trust, security and strength in the 

development of eady faîth structures, both increased her awareness of the value issues 

which later came her way, but also gave her the strength to confkont and overcome the 

obstacles to those valuing experiences. Faith had a highly ~ i ~ c a n t  role in supporting 

the experiential learning processes of these participants. 

McClendon's contribution seemed partially to reflect the reciprocal role of how 

Christian ways of understanding life become reflected in lived lives, and how those lived 
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lives shed light on Christian ways of understanding. So Peter's rninistry was both guided 

by an "incarnational" model of ministry, but at the sarne time reflected what that model 

meant for the context of fis time. It meant a living awareness of global justice where we 

accompany those who live in poverty, and act out the implications of that accompaniment 

in the context of Atlantic Canada. Sheila's grasp on the rneaning of the anointing by God 

in Baptism and Ordination, becarne her inspiration to defend that anointing before all 

those who are in danger of living it unrecognized. Doreen's suffering has been a source of 

learning about how the never ending test of %th is tested in the present time. George's 

conversion was entirely in the context of experiences which refl ected realities in the mid- 

twentieth century, the twentieth century mission phenornenon, the experience of divorce, 

and the theological complexion of this period. Rufus' is a joumey to reinterpret how the 

anger of God may justly be translated into a new and different experience of self and 

ministry. In providing this interpretation of experience, it is not presumed to suggest that 

the experiences of o u  participants provided the normative view of Christian faith and life. 

Rather, it has been shown how in these specific instances, rninisters have appropnated the 

faith for illumined reflection on their own lives and for their reconstnicted understanding 

of the nature of ministry. The tradition has contributed meaning to the lives of 

participants, and the expenences of participants have affected how the tradition is 

understood. 

This study has focussed on the processes of change which have affected the 

identity of the self, and identity of the individual engaged in rninistry. It has been a unique 

vantage point f?om which to perceive the impact of faith on personal change and g rodh .  
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we understand who we are, where we have corne fiom, and where we are going. When the 

life story is dso  a story of rninistry, it is a confessional act, a learning of what it means to 

live the Christian Iife today, a learning in progress. Clearly, the processes of refl ection 

chronicled and encouraged in this project, have contributed to self-understanding, to 

dariQing visions of the fiiîure, and to leaming how faith is demonstrated and interpreted 

within the multilayered complexity of lived expenence. 

This chapter has reviewed some of the significant theoreticai bases of this study, to 

examine how the participant narratives reflect the theory or provide perspective on it. We 

have found that generally the participants have reported their experience in such a way to 

confirm much in the theory of experiential and transfomative learning. This was 

especially true with respect to the importance of critical incidents in the narratives of 

participants. 

However, these critical incidents, experienced as profound psychological events in 

the lives of participants, seemed not to be adequately described by the theorists. The 

processes of learning seemed to be more long term, and cornplex, than described by the 

central theorist, Mezirow. 

The theonsts did not discuss thoroughly, the conditions needed for learning to 

occur, particularly those conditions of psychological and cognitive strength which were 

established in formative development. In this respect, it is suggested that issues of trust 

and faith, narneiy religiously oriented cognitive meaning gained in childhood, may be a 

significant contributing factor enabling individuals to manage trauma productively, and to 

Iearn fiom it. This was identified as an area for possible future applied research. 



CHAPTER IX 

CONCLUSION 

A. Res~onses to the Research Question 

1. Comments on the Experiential Learning of Participants 

As we have reviewed the narratives of the participants, and the experiences they 

have described, it is clear that each has had highly significant experiential learning 

processes, the impacts of which were profound for their ministries 

These experiences af5ected participants both personally and vocationally. It was 

seen that the personal identity of each participant was intimately bound up with their 

vocational identity. In two participant's instances, George and Doreen, their formative 

years were spent in families irnmersed in the vocation of ministry. In the case of the three 

other participants, theu early years were spent in families whose lives were intertwined 

with the Life of the church and wider community. In al1 cases personal and vocational 

experience was inseparably interrelated. 

It was found, then, that the events and experiences in their ministries affected the 

way participants perceived themselves, their past and future, and their vocation. The 

narratives were a whole story, which could not be divided without reference to that whole. 

George's critical experience in rninistry had ramification, not only for his current practice 

of ministry, but for the way he understood every part of his life, his past, his family, and 

his ministry, as well as his hopes and dreams. 
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We reviewed the types of experiences that participant had, which they reported had 

affected their view of ministry. In al1 but one, the most significant experience seemed to 

be some f o m  of traumatic or very dificult experience or event This made the leaming 

processes difficult and complex. Every participant clearly stated the profound impact o f  

these expenences, and their long term learning curve. As reported, Mezirow, a major 

theorkt for this study, had discussed the critical impact of the disorienting dilemma for 

transformative learning. However, Mezirow has not explored sufficiently, the tentative 

and problematic processes of integration which are necessary for the transformation of 

trauma into leaming. These processes did not seem to fit neatly or easily, into the linear 

steps for transformative leaming as outlined by Mezirow. 

The leaming seemed to be more diff~cult to access than indicated by the theorists. 

At time, participants, when asked what they had learned from their difficult expenence, 

hesitated, and found it diEcult to respond. The reflective activities needed 

encouragement. Indeed, an area of research arising from this shidy was an exploration of 

the reflective processes used by participants to access cognitively their total experience. 

For some, this cognitive distillation of expenence was easier than for others. For most, the 

reflective process was reported to be a long term process not yet complete. George, for 

instance, made changes in his life within rnonths of his critical experience, but the npple 

effect of that experïence has continued to this day, as he has worked to implement his 

mode1 of the mutual j o m e y  within his congregation. 

Where we have spoken of experience it has become clear through the process of 

the research, that this cannot be viewed as "isoIated incident." Experience comprised a 
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complex of feelings and thoughts with a long interior life in the individual, but which were 

triggered in a decisive way, by an extemal complex of events or specific history of an 

individual, to produce profound change. George's divorce did not produce the change in 

his life, nor the l e m k g  he experienced. Rather, the event acted as a pressure or catalyst 

in George, to bring to fusion, these feelings and ideas which produced change affecting the 

whole of George's life. 

Early family expenence, and early Christian expenence, were seen to be highly 

significant in two ways, in terms of the type of leaming which occurred in maturity, and in 

terms of the provision of resources to support that leaming later in life. For instance, 

George's early religious experience was conflictual, and had a direct impact on the 

difficult learning experience he went through early in his ministry. But it is also true that 

the resolution of his conflict was in Christian terms, faithful responses, which he agrees, 

lay beneath his conflicts, and provided the resources for integration. 

Although participants did not, for the most part, sepanite out the resources of their 

faith as enabling their learning, the researcher has drawn the conclusion that diese 

resources were indeed critical for leaming. These were the highly positive reports of early 

Christian experience which participants drew upon to meet the challenges of their 

minishies. Doreen drew upon the spiritual resources of her grandmother; Sheiia, upon the 

Christian faith of her mother, and other members of her family; Rufus, upon his 

expenence of faith at his grandrnother's fimeral; George, upon his early, less conscious, 

learning about the meaning of the Christian faith; and Peter, Gom the resources of his 

family's faithful adherence, and his eariy expenence in the church. These early 
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experiences, not without cornplexiS, were sources of spiritual power and strength for 

participants, as they met the challenges of their ongoing ministries. 

We have discussed the value of experiential leaming as enabling a process of 

reflective learning wiîh these participants. We have also discussed the way in whicfi their 

experiences have helped suggest directions for M e r  exploration of the process of 

experientiai leaming itself. It may be affirmed however, that participants easily and 

energetically responded to the invitation to refiect on their learning in ministry. Their 

experience in ministry lent itself to this process. One participant reported that results of the 

project should be submitted to denominational offices. Participants saw clearly, the value 

of their reflective exercise both for themselves and the development of ministry within 

their denominations. 

2. Summary of Experiential Learning of Participants 

To summarize, the experientid leaming themes of participants seemed to cluster in 

certain areas, and were identified as such in chapter six. These clusters included: 

First, participants identified learning based on experiences which produced 

fundamental change. It seerned that al1 participants had expenenced change which 

affected their fundamental perspectives on themselves and their minisûy. They did not 

find it quite so easy to identi@ cIearly what those changes in perspective were, but  they 

believed they had changed, both persond~y, and vocationally. 

Second, participants identified experiences in their lives and in ministry which 

enabled them to develop empathically, to be able to enter into the meaning perspective of 
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others more easily, and to develop a stronger pastoral care through that improved ability. 

Third, participants were actively involved in readjusting the lens through which 

they perceived rninistry. They d l  had entered rnuiistry with certain notions. Through 

experience in ministry, they discovered their notions did not fit the reality, and that they 

needed to adjust to a more realistic view of their vocation, its potential and requirement. 

Earlier conceptions were sometirnes seen as counterproductive for their own mental 

. health. For instance, notions of ministry which tended to isolate the participant, the 

mentality of the "lone ranger," added to a marginality which was already present in 

pastoral duties. This reworking of the ided was often a painfid learning experience for 

participants. 

Fourth, participants generally learned to focus on themselves, their own processes, 

and to learn self-acceptance. They were not as driven in their need to fulfil expectations or 

live up to unredistic ideals, and they were less dernanding of others at the same time. 

Self-care became not only acceptable as an objective, but desirable. 

Fifth, participants turned to and reuiforced, a concept of ministry which set them 

alongside their congregants, in a mode1 of ' mutud j ourneying,' and this more support 

oriented view of rninistry was reidorced by the experience of sorne participants who 

reported they could not have s&ed vocationally without strong intimate support fiorn 

family and friends. 

Sixth, participants seemed to have related in some way, to marginality in their 

experience, whether through their own feelings of marginality, or through ministry 

focussed on pastoral service with marginalized groups or individuals. This alliance in 
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ministry, to the marginalized, also affected their view of ministry and their perspective on 

the world in which they ministered. 

Seventh, the fernale participants had experienced issues of gender inequality in 

their rninistries. These experiences led to heightened awareness of the need for self- 

affirmation, and for the maintenance of vigilance in identieing gaps in the church's 

understanding and behaviour. 

The learnings may have been characterized as leamings about self, ministry and 

the nature of faith. This 1 s t  has not been emphasized in the report, but it seems clear that 

al1 leamings did relate to issues of the meaning of life, basic human values, justice, and the 

nature of the social order. Personal, social and cultural leamings were integrated as 

participants readjusted their view of themselves and their world. 

The leamings themselves have been perceived by participants, as ongoing. There 

has been no finality in the perception of the impact of any particular experience. Every 

new experience provided a new leaming through which al1 previous expenence was 

strained. This does not, however, limit the impact or value of the specific leaming 

experiences which have been reported by participants. 

Lastly, we have noted fiom a review of the narratives, that al1 participants, 

although fiom different denominations, both genders, differing types of congregational 

experience, and different family life and cultural experiences, still displayed remarkable 

similarity of narrative with respect to role issues, fundamental challenges, experiences of 

isolation, and finally intense impact upon their sense of self and ministry. These were men 

and women who experienced deeply, and in the reflective process had undergone a new 
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baptism by fne. The result was a leaming process which contributed greatly to each of 

B. Methodolo~ical Comment 

The methodology was adequate to the research project as it was conducted- The 

qualitative research mode1 as described by Patton and the narrative component by Mishler, 

were seen to have fit well with the puxposes and process of this research. 

One participant withdrew after providing significant input into the project. The 

reason for withdrawai was stated as lack of anonymity and concern with potential 

exposure. No other feedback was given. The researcher accepted the withdrawal without 

question. Without drawing any specific conclusion with respect to this action, or the 

participant in question, a few observations may be made. n i e  first is, that the participant 

who withdrew, had fewer years in niinistry by half, than the participant with the next 

fewest years in ordained ministry. While not referring to the withdrawn participant in 

particular, it is possible to speculate that there may be significance in the length of time in 

the practice ofministry, for the psychological distance required to cany out a public 

reflection of the sort conducted in this project. As well, one rnight explore what the issues 

of exposure and personal revelation mean, in the vocation of ministry, especially as these 

relate to issues of "role." 

Methodologically, it was clear as the project proceeded, that Iife stories with 

intimate details of life experience were criticai to the substance of the project. Future 

projects of this kuid would benefit fkom being more direct, at the start of the project, about 
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identifiing the extent of personal information which would be a central and public part of 

the project Informed consent codd then be more explicit about the lack of anonymity 

which is implicit in the structure of the project. 

A larger representation of participants with a sampling based specifically on pre- 

determined criteria, for cornparison purposes, might produce data to differentiate types of 

participants according to gender, age, denominational affiliation, or theological belief. Ct 

was determined that the current sample was too smdl to provide any quantitative 

comparisons. One point which may be able to be made here, however, is that the women 

in the sample both reported gender issues as important in various aspects of their minisûy, 

as compared to the men who reported no gender related issues. 

The reflective process engendered by the project itself was seen to be important. 

However, time limitation, and the specific objectives of the project did not allow for 

extended review with participants, of the impact of this project on their view of themselves 

and their ministries. This has been seen as a component to be added to the methodological 

structure of fhture research into experiential Iearning in ministry. 

C.  Recornmendations Arising- - Out of this Study and Proiect 

This project has been an exercise in reflectivity, with a focus on understanding 

how reflection takes place in ministry, its affect on the minister and hidher understanding 

of the vocation. Experiential learning has been seen to be an effective method to 

encourage a reflective process in ministry. This, however, is not a new perception. For 

decades now, those being trained for the vocation of leadership in the Christian church 
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have been exposed to processes of self-reflection, both in terms of life experience, and also 

in terms of theological exploration from a personal point of reference. Be that as it may, 

the Learning fiom ttiat recent tradition does not seern to have mitigated some of the effects 

of idealization and isolation which have continued to plague the practice of ministry. 

Personal reflective processes cannot be seen to have been completed with the achievement 

of ordination. There is a need for much stronger extension of these reflective processes 

throughout the tenure of ministerid practice. The following are observations which have 

been made arising fiom the project. 

1. There is a need to take a more generational view of reflective processes in 

ministry. During the formative training of ministers, for instance, there may be seen to be 

value in having mature ministers reflect about their critical journey with ministerial 

students, about what they have leamed about themselves and ministry through their 

practice, and what these leamings might imply for those beginning their service. As we 

have reviewed the narratives of the participants in this project, it was clear that they had 

many Iearnings to share, but not so clear, that proper avenues exist to share these 

Iearnings. 

2. There was exposed in this project, a certain isolation on the part of several 

participants, in their efforts to meet the challenges of trauma in their ministries. 

Although formal denominational interventions may have been available to assist miaisters, 

none seemed to have been of effective assistance. There was seen to be a need for more 

emotionai and operational support for ministers who find themselves in difficdty with 

congregations, but who want confidentiality in seeking assistance. 
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3. There was seen to be more need to reflect upon the impact of early life 

experience on understandings and images of ministry which in Iater years may have 

become sources of misunderstanding and confusion. Much of this assessing has been 

taking place in seminaries, but the potmtial for damage in the practice of ministry may be 

greater than has been identified. What are the ideals about rninistry, which are being 

taught, and how are shidents being encouraged to review and assess these? Even more 

important, what avenues exist to support the reflective process about ideais in ministry 

during the practice of it. A stronger awareness of the strengths and weaknesses of certain 

ideals in ministry, rnay enable individuals to meet the challenges of their ongoing 

rninistries, more adequately. 

4. There has been value seen in attempting to introduce more regular and 

stronger processes of reflection for ministers throughout their ministries. The 

experiential learning mode1 has offered much potential for ministers to engage, collegially, 

in personal reflective processes, to share learnings, and to provide support in overcoming 

challenges in rninistry. A recornrnendation for regularized processes which focus on the 

self-understanding of the minister in facing challenges would seem to be appropriate. 

How, some might ask, is this suggestion seen to be different from therapy? As we have 

seen, the experiential leming of these participants has had therapeutic implications. 

However, the focus here has been on an educative reflective process, a spiritual learning, 

and the value of this as a preventative process in the mental and ernotional health of 

ministers. Reflection on expenence from a leaming perspective offers oppominity for self 

validation, and for making a useful contribution to the larger ministry of the church. 
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S. From a research point of view, it has been suggested that there might be 

further exploration into the role of faith, in enabling an individual to learn from 

dflicult experïences. What is it that translates a traumatic experience into a leaming 

experience, and how does the presence of a stance of faith contribute to that leaming? 

More study is required to understand these processes in depth, in order to appreciate their 

benefits. 

D. Persona1 Ouest 

It was personally very humbling to be invited into the personal lives of the persons 

who participated in this project. These participants openly and trusthgiy conveyed very 

private information about themselves, as a naturd process of the persona1 transparency 

which they had already learned. It may be seen as a strength which belongs to them and to 

their vocation. For me, as well, it was a iesson in the values and strengths of ministry, a 

profession about confession and the meaning of life. 

It was also arnazing the extent to which the vocation of ministry was also described 

as a persona1 journey. As 1 too, had once participated in pastoral rninistry, 1 could see the 

way in which the vocation itself encouraged its adherents to move in their personal 

journey where the spirit takes them. Ministry as a spiritual calling, a career of the interior, 

a personal path, was a perception reinforced through listening to these participants. As 1 

have suggested, the learning potential of ministry as a reflective vocation has been seen to 

have rnuch to offer in examining the processes of meaning-making in our lives, and the 

range of issues and concerns which go into that process of making sense of who we are, 
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fiom whence we have corne, and where we are going. 

It was one thing to articulate the concepts of experiential, transformational, 

narrative, and biographical leaming, in the abstract. It was another to start with the real 

stories of persons. These participants provided grounded perspective on the theory. In the 

mix of daily Iife and experience, with its disappointments and successes, it is not aIways 

easy to identie the learnings. But it was a work to which these participants gave 

themselves, with clear willuigness to share the learnings fiom which they had benefitted in 

their lives and rninistries. 

It was a leaming for me, that while 1 entered into the lives of other rninisters for a 

moment, and noted that their experiences were not specifically mine, nevertheless, the 

experiences were humanly cornrnon. We could bond immediately on the feeling and 

understanding level. I wondered if the c o ~ m ~ t y  of ministry and faith had found ways to 

encourage or support the healing potential of that bonding. 

It is appropriate at this point, to solicit the forbearance of the five fmal participants, 

for the myriad of interpretations and possible misinterpretations 1 have penned here, and 

which have accompanied their narratives. These interpretations are entirely rny own. 

The project also reminded me about how much each of us has to teach one another. 

With the great range of experience today, available to and imposed upon, the individual, 

there is more and more need to create communicative spaces for persons to share their 

stories, their lifeworlds, and to Iearn fkom one another. With communication 

predominately occurring in a one way, dominant, impersonal and deceptive format, (ie. 

talkshows), it is cntical that those concerned about human meaning find new methods to 
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engage it together. It is hoped this study has contributed to the style of communication 

which has potential for the growth of communicative structures, developrnent of forums 

for personai leamuig, and the opening of paths to spiritual fieedom. 



APPENDIX ONE 

LETTER TO NETWOK CONTACTS 
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'EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING IN MlMSTRY' 

Doctor of Ministry project by Rev. W. Bruce Hicks 

for Acadia Divinity College 

Wo lfiille, N. S. 

This is the topic of a thesis/project for the Doctor of Ministry program at the 

Acadia Divinity College. The thesislproject wiil explore the experiential leaming of 

clergy who have occupied congregational leadership positions for significant number of 

years. A primary focus of the proj ect is how experience in ministry has affected a 

minister's vocational self-understanding and Esther understanding of the nature and 

practice of rninistry. The focus is on the 'leamhg process' and the research question may 

be stated as, "What were the experiential leaming processes which have led to changes in 

your understanding Christian ministry? Think of ministry both in terms of seIf- 

understanding, and in terms of the nature of ministry itself." 

As the researcher, I am in the process of searchg for appropriate respondents for 

the project. The following are some guidelines for the identification of appropriate 

respondents: 

a. A clergy person, who in assessing his or her experience in ministry, can report 

that he or she has undergone significant change or developrnent in hislher self- 
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understanding as a minister and also in an understanding of the nature of the 

vocation. The clergy person needs to have a stcong desire to explore how these 

changes in understanding occurred, and how Iife experience was critical to the 

process. Cntical self-reflection will be a required skill for the process. Just as 

important will be a willingness to share as personally as possible with the 

researcher for the sake of the project's purposes. 

It is important to note here that a non-judgemental approach will be taken in the 

interview process. The exploration is to understand how experience as aEected 

understanding, not to evaluate that experience or even the resulting leaming. 

b. A clergy person who has spent at least eight years incongregational ministry 

beyond initial training for ministry understood usually as a Master of DiWUty 

program. The focus of the project is on the leaming resulting directly fiom 

experience in rninistry. 

c. A person who is able to contribute considerable time to the project. Over a 

three mont. period, the suggested process will include: 

1. Two weeks of guided persona1 reflection; 

2. A first interview of approximately 1.5 to 2 hours to review Me experience; 

3. A second interview of approximately 1.5 to 2 hours to explore in-depth, 
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experiential leaming processes and the results of diese leaming processes; 

4. A third interview to share and confirm agreed upcjn inte~retations and 

conclusions. 

One might raise the question of the usefilness of this process pazticularly for the 

respondents who will be required to 'work so hard' at this. This is net so easily a ~ ~ w e r e d -  

One major benefit is the contribution any respondent makes in h&iW to foster an 

undentanding of the nature of ministry on the basis of real expei5ence in the performance 

of it. Does not experience in ministry contribute in some major WaY to an understanding 

of what it is, and is not this experience to be valued as providing a ~rofound view of the 

nature of the vocation? A second benefit is the very reflective pFocesS itself. Ikflection is 

the requirement for personal leaming. Through reflective processes we hm more &out 

ourselves and our deeper motivations. This project provides a o ~ ~ o m u i i t ~  to 

engage in such a personal self-leamùig process. In this sense th2 research Process itself is 

expected to contribute to the Iearning occuning at the same tirne!. 

Ethical Guidelines: the project will follow the extensive ethical guidelines required 

by the Acadia Divinity College, requiring confidentiality, and reference to guidelines on 

how case studies are reported in the final thesis report. ~ l s o ,  al1 documentation will be 

handlsd only with consent of respondents. No identities will be revealed. 

Accountability: the interpretations of life history matend and conclusions with 
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respect tu the purposes of the project will be checked with each respondent to ensure no 

person is misrepresented. A basic collaborative stance will be taken with each respondent. 

If you wish more information or to heIp by providing information about potential 

respondents, please contact me at the following numbers: 

Rev. W. Bruce Hicks 

902-679-7250 (home) 

902-825-2943 (work) 



APPENDIX TWO 

LETTER TO POTENTIAL, PARTICIPANTS 



(sample fetter to participants) 

1 am writing this letter at the suggestion of  ( ). She suggested that you 

might make a very good candidate as a participant in my Doctor of Ministry thesis-project 

being conducted under the auspices of Acadia Divinity College. 

1 have worked during the first decade of my career in pastoral ministry d e r  which 

I studied in the area of social work. Having completed my studies, I worked for various 

levels of government before finally engaging to teach a Human Services programme at the 

Nova Scotia Cornrnunity College, Annapolis Valley Campus in Middleton. 1 have been 

involved with the D.Min. program at Acadia since 1992. 

My project is entitled, "Expesential Learning in Ministry" and refers to the 

experiential learning of ministers who have been in the 'field' for some tirne, and who 

would Say that this experience has had significant impact on their understanding of 

thernselves as 'ministers' or 'priests,' and on their understanding of the nature of ministry 



332 

itself. The research question rnight be stated as, "What were the expenential leaming 

processes which have led to changes in understanding of Christian ministry, both in terms 

of self-understanding, and in terms of the nature of minïstry?" 

I hope this project appeals to you and I have attached materiai (see Appendix One) 

to M e r  describe the project. I know that participation would be time consuming, but 1 

would make every effort to make your involvement as convenient to you as possible. 1 

anticipate the i n t e ~ e w  process would be cornplete by the end of Novernber, 1999. 

1 will try to contact you next week to get an idea of your response, and to answer 

any questions. I look forward to renewing our contact. 

SincereIy yours, 

Bruce Hicks 



APPENDIX THREE 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 



(sarnple consent forrn) 

CONSENT FORM 

RESEARCH PROJECT: EXPERIENTLAL LEARNING IN MINISTRY 

CONDUCTED BY W. BRUCE EFICKS 

Part A: Description of the Research Project 

The purpose of this research is to explore the experiential Iearning processes of pastoral 

ministers who have committed significant time in their career to this vocational role, and 

who, through their experience, have learned new ïnsights about thernselves as ministers 

and about the nature of ministry itseIf. 

Each respondent will be interviewed at least three times. The f i s t  i n t e ~ e w ,  preceded by 

a period of guided self-reflection, will focus on the chronology of life experience and 

specificaily on experience in ministry. The second interview w i l  be more exploratory 

focussing on the in-depth reflection on learnings in the practice of ministry. The third 

interview will discuss and review leaniings, interpretations and conclusions with respect to 



335 

vocational self-concept and changes in the understanding of ministry. Ail conclusions will 

be checked with respondents to ensure verifiabiiity and agreement. 

Information will be collected orally, in written form, and in taped interview. The paper 

and electronic trail will be attached to the research project and will be protected in the 

possession of the researcher. Every effort will be made to ensure the anonymity of 

respondents. It must be acknowledged, however, that anonymity in social and case study 

research cannot be absolutely guaranteed. Respondents m u t  accept this cautionary note 

about anonymity. 

Acadia Divinity College will initially receive the research project and al1 documentation 

attached to it. The completed thesis/project will be kept in the University Library through 

which it may be available to interested researchers, and may at any time in the fùture 

provide the basis for journal articles. 

Part B: Acknowledgment of Consent by Research Project Participant 

1 acknowledge that the research procedures outlined above have been explained to me and 

that any questions that 1 have asked have been answered to my satisfaction. I have been 

given a copy of this protocol and am aware that 1 c m  contact the researcher at any tirne 

during the process of the research to discuss any pertinent issues. I know that my 

participation in this study is purely voluntary and that appropriate levels of anonyrnity and 
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~ o ~ d e n t i a l i t y  will be maintained. 1 undeistand too, that 1 am fiee to withdraw fkom thîs 

study at any time. 

My signature below indicates that 1 have read and understood these protocols and that 1 am 

willing to participate in Siis research project. 

Date: 



GUIDE TO TWO-WEEK CRITTCAL REFLECTION 



D.Min. Thesismroject 

'Experiential Learning in Ministry' 

Two Week Critical Reflection 
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TWO W E K  CRITICAL REFLECTION 

It is suggested that a wo week period of critical reflection be undertaken in 

preparation for the interview process. n i e  cnticd reflection process altemates between 

reflection on actud rernembered experience, and critical reflection on that experience. 

These processes go hand-in-hsuid. 

The critical reflection embraces a total iifë history approach in order to capture dl 

potential influences in the experientid learning process. For instance, you may remember 

a particular experience which fo r  the moment has no import, only later to 'realize' that this 

experience was formative and highly influential for you in ways you had not anticipated. 

Thus, a broad remembering pracess is encouraged, even if the meaning is unclear as you 

record. At the sarne tirne, it w311 be important to remember that the focus is on experience 

in ministry, and that the period in rninistry will need the most attention. 

The recording is in two parts: A. The remembered events in as much or as liale 

detail as you wish; B. Reflective comment on the 'learning impact' refers to the impact of 

the expenence in your Siinking and feeling processes. This reflective process and 

recording is especially important for the account of  experience in ministry, and some of 

the reflective questions will f i t  more appropriately at that point. As you go about the 

process of 'reflecting,' you might ask yourself such questions as: 
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How did this experience immediately affect me? 

How did the experience affect me in the long run? 

Did the experience help to change m y  ideas about myself or my Me? 

Did my thinking and feeling reflective processes out of this experience also 

affect my thought and feelings about myself in my ministry? 

Did these reflections dso heIp formulate new thoughts about what ministry is? 

What was it about the actual expenence which pushed my thoughts and ideas 

in this direction? 

How fimdamentally did this experience change or contribute to changes in my 

thinking? 

Was it a cluster of experiences which led me to think the way 1 do, and how did 

that clustering take place in my rnind? 

How was the process of change in thinking or perspective, a 'learning 

process'? 

What role did my faith play in this learning? 

(1 have attached a separate page of 'reflective questions') 

It is not important that every experience be tackled with this reflective process, but 

that these questions guide your thinking about your experiences or give you some guidance 

about how to reflect upon those expenences which you are convuiced did affect your 

thinking in a deep way. 



It is suggested that you work through the Guide chronologically the FIRST WEEK, 

not worrying if it is complete or correct. The SECOND WEEK could be spent thinking 

and reflecting, focussing perhaps mostly on your experience in ministry, recordhg new 

thoughts and remembered experiences as these occur. It is always important to keep in 

mind that the focus of the project is on the learning processes experienced during the 

practice of ministry. Allow your mind fi-ee reign as you consider your expenence, since 

often allowùig your mind fkeedom allows for fiesh ideas and rneaning to flow. 

Remember, there are no 'correct' or 'right' thoughts in this process. 1 would suggest that 

you focus on completing the guide by spending about FIVE HOURS PER WEEK thinking 

and recording. No one thinking and recording time period should be longer than an hour. 

However, the process is yours - we are al l  different - choose the process which fits you 

best. 

A Reflection Guide is provided to you in a binder. It provides space for you to 

record notes. Notes need not be in full sentences or paragraphs, but may simply be 

reminders for reflection. More pages are provided for the reflective period on Pastoral 

Ministry, since this is the period of focus for the project. This is the period for which you 

need to do the most remernbering and thinking. You may use the provided binder or your 

own recording device such as word processor. The process is divided into two processes, 

A. Remembering, and B. Reflecting. It is suggested that keeping notes separated in this 

way might be usetùl. To reiterate, remember that as you go about your 'reflecting' task, 
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the focus is ultimately on how these experiences aitered your understanding of younelf as 

a minister, and/or altered your understanding of the nature of ministry; and more, HO W 

these experiences (or what was it about the experience?) aitered your understandings. 

The recorded notes will be reviewed by the researcher and kept confidentially with 

the other data of the project. 
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS 

Questions to keep in mind as you consider your 'experiences' and reflect on their rneaning 
for you. 

1. 

2.  

3 .  

4. 

5. 

6 .  

7. 

8. 

9. 

How did this experiencelevent affect me at the time? Emotionally? My 
thinking? My social environment? 

How did thïs expenencelevent affect me in the long run? Its repercussions for 
my thinkùig or feeling? Its repercussions for other aspects of my life, my 
directions in life? 

Did the experience/event contribute to changes in my ideas about myself or my 
life? 

Did this experience/event contribute to changes in my vocational self- 
understanding, how I see rnyselfin ministry? My feelings or thoughts about 
myself as a 'inbister' or 'priest'? 

Did this experience/event then have an impact on how I think about ministry 
itself? Ministry - its meaning, its hc t ion ,  my understanding of what ministry 
is al1 about? New insight into the nature of Christian rninistry? 

As 1 reflect on the experiencelevent, what was it about this experience itself, do 
1 thuik, was responsibie for the development of my feelings and thoughts? 
What was the particula. meaning 1 gave the event which was most fiuitful in 
directing my feeling and thought, or most fiuitfirl in its contribution to rny 
ongoing understanding. 

How fhdamentdfy did this experience change or contribute to changes in my 
feeIing/thinking? To what extent was this change drarnatic, or gradual, 
fundamental or partial in its impact on my thought about myself in rninistry or 
my thought about rninistry? Was this a major change in direction, or did it 
contribute to a major 'turn-around' in my thinking? 

Was this one seminai experience/event, one total impact, or did it contribute to 
a cluster of experiences which led to change in my thinking and understanding? 

How would you characterize this change as a 'learning' process for you? What 
made it a 'leaniing' process? How was this 'Iearning' particular to you, or 
would you characterize the leamhg process as one which others might 
experience in a sirnilar way? 

10. What role did my faith play in this 'learning7? How did faith contribute to the 
learning? Was faith challenged or stretched or changed? 
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TWO WEEK CRITICAL REFLECTION 

GUIDE 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

1 . Early Life Experience . Remembered ...................................... 2 

2 . Early Life Experience . Reflected .................................... .. ... 3 

.................................................. . . 3 Youth Remembered - 4  
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........................... . 5 Post-High School. Pre-nieological . Remembered - 6  

.............................. . 6 . Post-High School. Pre-Theologicai Reflected - 7  

............................ . . 7 Theological Training Experience Remembered - 8  

............................... 8 . Theological Training Experience . Reflected - 9  

............................. 9 . Expenence in Pastoral Ministry . Remembered 10 

............................... . 10 . Experience in Pastoral Ministry Reflected 11 



(Page 2) 

1. Early Life Experience - Remembered Experience 

(Birth, pre-school experience - family, community, religious and church) 



2, Early Life Experience - Reflected 

(Birth, pre-school experience - family, community, religious and church) 



3. Youth - Remembered 

(School, grades 1-12, family life, friendships, religious and/or church experience, 

adolescence, community and culture; specially remembered events, experience, 

decisions) 



4. Youth - Reflected 

(School, grades 1-12, farnily life, friendships, religious a n a o r  church experience, 

adolescence, community and culture; specially remembered events, expenence, 

decisions) 



5. Post High School, Pre-Theological Training Experience - Remembered 

(Family, friendships, work, education, persona1 and spiritual growth, church and 

comrnunity; specially remembered events, experience, decisions) 



6. Post High Schooi, Pre-Theological Training Experience - Reflected 

(Family, friendships, work, education, personal and spiritual growth, church and 

community; specially remembered events, experience, decisions) 



7. Theological Training Experience - Remembered 

(Decisions about vocation: experience of the institution, highlights of theological 

training experience, remembered beliefs about vocation, remembered changes in 

self-understanding and vocational directions, views about ministry and yourself 

as a minister; other life experience, etc.) 
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8. Theological Training Experience - Reflected 

(Decisions about vocation: experience of the institution, highlights of theological 

training experience, remembered beliefs about vocation, remembered changes in 

self-understanding and vocational directions, views about ministry and yourself 

as a minister; other life experience, etc.) 



9. Experience in Pastoral Ministry - Remembered 

This is the core section of the reflection since the focus is how experience in actual 

ministry as affected the ministerial self-understanding, and the understanding of 

ministry itself. Remembrances may be identified according to natural breaks in 

chronology, i.e. age, parish transfers or  'caiïs,' or highly significant events. In the 

remembering process, consider: 

events and experience in persona1 Iife 

events and experience in congregational and Church Iife 

events and experience in family Iife 

events and experience in community/cultural 

specially remembered or  pivotal eventslexperience 



10. Experience in Pastoral Ministry - Reflected 

(Please refer to the Critical Reflection Guide for reflection questions; remember 

to focus on the experience as a 'Iearning' process - What was it about the 

experience which engendered a change in thought; also, 1s it possible to consider 

any surnrnarizing or concluding considerations?) 
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