The 1970s

The year 1970 was pivotal for Epiphany. The church made practically a U-turn in its approach to worship. For some, it was a glimpse of what the modern church could be. For others, it signaled a painful erosion of tradition.

The Rev. Fred Gere: A new approach

The man Bishop Myers recommended to be interim rector was very different from Mr. Wicher. The Rev. Fred Gere’s stay was to be relatively short but eventful. Where Mr. Wicher loved the beauty and dignity of the traditional liturgy, Gere had co-authored "The Winds of God," one of the best-known folk services of the 1960s used by thousands of churches of many denominations across the nation. In 1969, he resigned a pastorate in Menlo Park to form "Miracle of Dialogue," an ecumenical experimental ministry in which he led "growth experiences" such as parent effectiveness training and encounter groups, according to a newspaper item announcing his San Carlos appointment. Epiphany previously had only dabbled in some of these things. John Maltby recalls that earlier there were a couple of rock Masses in church that were coordinated by the youth minister that were very important to him,but they were only a start.

Gere went even farther: he held outdoor services at Flood and Huddart parks. Dorothy Potts says that Gere, who asked people to call him "Fred," brought "dancing and balloons" into the church. 

"He was of the new thinking that the church should be joyous," said Dorothy, but not all of his innovations were universally welcomed. "He started the Passing of the Peace business at Epiphany,” recalled Dorothy. “I said I didn't think they should interrupt the service that way and it looked like an orgy in the choir with everyone hugging everybody else."

Vincent Morvillo, like many of the parishioners, appreciated some of the innovations that were part of the 1970s, but not all of them. Vincent recalls that although passing the Peace seemed like an interruption and bothered him, the new 1976 Prayer Book wasn’t a problem. 

Jay Thorp remembers Gere's monthly folk Masses. "Everybody participated singing folk songs rather than hymns and we had a guitar and bass," she said. "There were banners all over the place. He also wore bright chasubles and stoles with different fabrics and designs." Not all of his innovations were well-received. Dale Madden recalls that he had a representative of the Jews for Jesus group preach at a Christmas Eve service. The problem wasn’t what he said, she recalled, but that he took 45 minutes to say it.

Gere, a former businessman, surveyor and instructor of Greek, led a successful student ministry at UC Berkeley during his first pastoral assignment. After five years in Berkeley, he became an assistant at St. Paul's in Burlingame before serving as associate rector at Holy Trinity in Menlo Park. He recalls visiting Epiphany while he was at St. Paul's and thinking "This is the church I'd like to come to." 

During a recent interview, Gere said that his aim was to help the congregation heal from the stresses of church building, financing and losing a rector. He asked the vestry to a meeting that began Friday night and continued all day Saturday in which they were asked to begin by sharing all their positive experiences at Epiphany. By Saturday night, longtime Epiphany member Ed Dixson told Gere that he'd gotten to know the other vestry members better that weekend than in the previous 14 years. This meeting apparently started the tradition of the annual vestry retreat.

The vestry began meeting every two weeks with the senior warden, instead of the rector, presiding (an innovation at the time) and began a variety of projects ranging from publishing the first Parish Directory to kaffee klatches and friendship calls to improve communications. Forty-six people showed up at one work day. 

"When Fred Gere came, Epiphany became a more personable church," said Jim Schuyler recently. He said Gere was the first priest he encountered who used examples from his own life in sermons. He and Gere became close, leading backpacking trips for a program Gere developed through the Diocese. Ginny Hurley said her son went camping with Gere at Yosemite and “had a wonderful experience.”

Gere brought with him the Rev. John Koeker, a Presbyterian, who set up a counseling office in the Parish Hall. Gere and the vestry wanted Koeker to participate in the worship service, but the canons (church law) made no provision for recognizing a minister of another denomination, except at ecumenical services. Consequently, the vestry voted in August to declare an ecumenical service whenever Koeker was there. 

Money continued to be a challenge. In April, the treasurer reported that the Every Member Canvass hadn't raised enough to cover Wicher's severance pay and pledge cancellations in addition to the usual expenses. Office secretary Dorothy Potts waived her salary for the rest of the year. Senior Warden Jack Drach got a loan from the Bank of America to tide them over.

Getting into Gere

By the beginning of 1971, Epiphany must have seemed like a new church with a wealth of new activities, starting with the dedication Jan. 12 of the parish hall in honor of Fordyce Eastburn.

The vestry discussed using a program called DISC (Dimensions in Stewardship Commitment) developed by the Presbyterian Church instead of the Every Member Canvass, but decided instead to conduct a low profile visitation canvass.

The year also saw the advent of quarterly affirmation services. A couples Cursillo was held in May. In mid-year, the church published a pamphlet called "Epiphany: Searchlight on the New Man" which included a section on "Where We Are" which stated that the congregation has "taken time out to take a good look and ourselves and to get to know one another better . . .We are finding new dimensions in our faith and satisfying personal growth . . .We enjoy a strong lay leadership in policy-making and programming, balanced by a Ministry of very independent spirit . . . Our attitude toward money has changed: In order to free our energies to find more of the deeper Christian community and commitment which we have been discovering, we have simply de-emphasized it! (Half of the church's income over and above the minimal operating budget was appropriated for outreach.) . . . We find in the Episcopal Church a special appeal to thoughtfulness."

It also outlined plans for 1971-73 that included a Christian Insight Program covering the "basics for adult membership in Christ," an active youth program, new training for children and outreach. The Insight program included five one-hour sessions on prayer, backpacking and camping retreats, dialogue Bible studies, a seminar on "Discovering God's Excellence," private tutoring on Christian living, a study of Anglican worship, Cursillos, "Therapy for the Healthy" sessions led by Koeker and annual "Teilhard Seminars," which Gere says brought in a lot of unchurched people.

By the end of 1971, Jack Drach had asked the Bishop to appoint Gere permanent rector. Jim Schuyler says that Gere really wanted a limited contract rather than the lifelong tenure that is still part of rector contracts. Earlier, Epiphany had proposed a canon, drafted by Jim Aiello, at the Diocesan Convention to allow a stated-duration rector-parish relationship. The canon was taken under study but not acted on. In December, Gere was given a typical contract by the vestry.

Epiphany carried on with its ambitious program of spiritual discovery and outreach throughout 1972. The metal screen between the chapel and sanctuary was installed so the chapel could be open 24 hours as a place of worship. Sequoia Parents Nursery School began holding its program upstairs in the Parish Hall. For more than 25 years, the school has played an influential role in the life of the church staff and participating parents from Epiphany, as well as many other families in the commuity.

Due to growing expenses, the vestry raised the cost of using the church for weddings from $20 to $25. The churchwomen also would cater weddings charging one dollar per guest for fancy finger sandwiches, remembers Dorothy Potts. One bride wanted to offer a buffet of sliced ham and turkey in addition to sandwiches, so she was charged an extra 25 cents per guest.

The changing status of women

The role of women also was changing. Jim Schuyler reported to the vestry that the Diocesan Convention was the best he'd ever attended because it discussed the ordination of women. The vestry agreed that they wouldn't mind having women serve as cup bearers during the Eucharist. They approved the first female cup bearer at Epiphany in 1973. Jane Drach, who became president of the Diocesan Altar Guild in 1970, was later appointed by Bishop Myers to chair a diocesan committee on women's ordination. Myers told her he favored women's ordination, so she was shocked when the San Francisco Chronicle reported he was against it. He later confided to her that he believed ordaining women would be an obstacle to creating a new relationship with the Roman Catholic church.

The pipe (organ) dream comes true
One of the biggest projects of 1971 was to begin raising money to buy a pipe organ. Organist/choirmaster Larry Wickersham came across a damaged pipe organ whose owners were willing to sell it at a reasonable price. Gere insisted, after a spirited vestry discussion, that the $1,500 to be used for the organ be matched dollar for dollar with money for outreach.

The next year, $3,000 was raised for the organ, its repair and outreach, but it was 1974 before the organ was ready to be used. People involved in the project said it certainly created a bond between them because so many hours (5,000 according to one report) of work went into it.

“Larry Wickersham would come in with a box of pipes and throw them on the floor and say ‘Sort them out,’” recalled Dale Madden.

By the time the organ was dedicated in March, 1974, Fred Gere was gone. He and his wife, Mary Jane, had separated and soon after, he tendered his resignation effective Sept. 30. 1973. Mary Jane continued to be active at Epiphany for some time before moving to Oregon. Gere was called to a church in San Jose and later married May Urnes, a former member of Epiphany. Now retired in San Jose, Gere has advanced to Class 3 in white water rafting.

The Rev. David Gordon: Stewardship and stability

Schuyler Pratt offered to fill in at no charge until a priest could be hired, but the vestry agreed to a stipend of $35 per Sunday.  Fordyce Eastburn also is said to have helped out. A parish profile was created but the search process was short. The Rev. David Gordon was called to be the rector at Epiphany in November starting Jan. 1, 1974.

Wil Madden recalls that every rector at Epiphany has made a contribution: Fordyce Eastburn had the gifts to found the mission and establish the parish, Ed Wicher to direct construction of the church and Fred Gere to shake things up a bit. David Gordon’s legacy was to retire the mortgage and develop stewardship skills that are used throughout the country.

Once again, the new rector was a contrast to his predecessor. Gere had favored low-key pledge campaigns or virtual non-campaigns. Gordon was on his way to making a career in developing stewardship techniques. 

Born and educated in Portland, Ore., Gordon attended Oregon State University before graduating from CDSP in Berkeley. From 1951 until 1958, he was the vicar of a church in Lebanon, Ore. He also started a congregation in 1952 in Sweet Home, Ore. and was concurrently vicar. He was the rector of another church in Coquille, Ore., from 1958 to 1960. For the following three years, he was Director of College Ministries for the Eighth Province for 45 chaplains and 150 pastoral clergy in the seven western states and the Pacific. He became rector of Holy Trinity in Richmond, Ca. in 1963. But by 1974, he felt his work at Holy Trinity was done so he'd put his name in with the Bishop for another church. He knew of Epiphany through his work in the Diocese. Members of the Epiphany search committee came to visit him at the Richmond church and two days later called him to be their rector.

Jack Potts recalled that Gordon seemed "charismatic." The committee was particularly impressed that he gave his sermon without notes, said Jay Thorp. He also had the recommendation of Father Eastburn. As for Gordon, Epiphany seemed to have everything he wanted in a church, and he was as impressed by the people who visited him as they by him. "I accepted the call on the basis of the people I met during the interviews," he said during a recent conversation. They were friendly, deeply interested in the church, hard-working and intelligent.

Organizing for the future

Gordon saw his first priority as creating stability following the changes that had taken place during the previous four years. That consisted of doing the basics of parish ministry in terms of worship and pastoral care plus his own special touch: taking care of the property. He said his ministry in San Carlos was a lot more routine than some of his previous assignments.

"My work in that parish was helping a place get on its feet," he recalled. "My approach to a troubled situation is to get people busy. By the time they get over it, the place is all spiffed up. I have a reputation for always having paint buckets around."

According to the vestry minutes, he also spent part of his first year at Epiphany dealing with organizational issues. The vestry, which had been meeting twice a month under Gere, went back to monthly meetings at Gordon's behest. He realigned vestry duties, creating representatives for finance and administration, stewardship, buildings and grounds, education, worship, social relations, evangelism and public relations. He also determined that there were 13 neighborhood "zones" in the parish and established a "chairman" who would be the lay minister for each zone.

During Gordon’s tenure, Morning Prayer was held every weekday. Lilian Morvillo fondly remembers that Gordon didn’t mind her Sheltie dog accompanying her into the chapel for the service.

Socially, a group of singles and couples named "The Spares and Pairs" became very active, continuing Epiphany's tradition of dinner groups. That December, Gordon also married Ann, whom he had known in Richmond, at a ceremony to which the entire congregation was invited.  “It was a wonderful big wedding, and it was fun,” remembered Jay Thorp, who became especially close to the Gordons.

1976

The Bicentennial Year of 1976 was an interesting year for the vestry and congregation. For the first time, Epiphany had a female senior warden in Doris Keller. Although the vestry had always had women, Jay Thorp recalled that when she was first elected in the 1950s, the secretaries were always women and the wardens were not. 

After a suggestion by the Bishop in April of 1975, the vestry decided in December, 1976, to consider a three-year capital funds drive with a goal of $75,000 to retire the mortgage. The year had begun with a balanced budget, except for the mortgage payments of $11,040. The treasurer said the only alternatives were to give up the organist, sexton, secretary, nursery and contingency fund, or to start the Capital Campaign to meet the mortgage payments. 

John Buchanan, who had joined the church with wife Connie and their children in 1975, doesn’t think any of the campaigns conducted on the mortgage were very serious until 1979. "When Gordon created the focus for the campaign, it became a success, he said, adding that the campaign actually brought in enough money to retire the mortgage early. The Sunday (Oct. 12, 1980) the mortgage was burned was a big day for Epiphany and many people remember it as a highlight of their membership.

The Bicentennial year also was a big year in the Diocese. The Diocesan Convention was due to deal with the proposed division of the Diocese (breaking off the southern portion to create the Diocese of El Camino), the revision of the Prayer Book and ordination of women. The Prayer Book revision was approved by the General Convention with a second reading planned for the next convention. The following year, churches in Oakland, Hayward and Del Monte split from the Church due to objections to the Prayer Book and ordination of women and lesbians. Closer to home, the priest at St. Matthew’s Church in San Mateo resigned because of the turmoil there. The Epiphany vestry sent a letter of reconciliation to the troubled churches.

“Some people say the Church began to lose ground because of the Civil Rights controversy, but I don’t think so,” Gordon said recently. “In Richmond, for every family who got mad and left, we gained two.”

The changing population

By this time, Epiphany had passed its 30th anniversary. Canon Fordyce Eastburn gave the sermon Oct. 1, 1978, Homecoming Sunday. The following year, Ed Wicher was invited to give the sermon at services March 15 marking the 20th anniversary of the sanctuary's dedication.

The Epiphany vestry decided to reduce its numbers from 15 to 12 over a three-year period. Gordon also called for a new emphasis on church growth, which had become an embarrassing issue. “It was pretty much an old folks home by then,” remembered Dorothy Deeth, adding that she thinks the people who continued to attend were “complacent.” Lelia Eastburn recalls that in the 1950s, there were few apartments in San Carlos and consequently few older people, but that situation had reversed by the '70s.

The church also was confronting the decade's drop in birth rate. The post-war years had seen the population increase at astonishing speed. But that had slowed to a crawl by the 1970s. Young women were delaying marriage and children until after they’d started careers. During the 1970s and early ‘80s, dozens of public schools on the Peninsula closed, including San Carlos High School. 

Connie Buchanan remembers how surprised David Gordon was when she presented herself at Epiphany dragging three kids in her wake. Despite the efforts of Frank and Vickie Goss, an energetic young couple who were the leaders of the youth group, there were very few young families in the parish. So the Buchanans were thrilled when another young family, David and Wansley Adam and their children, joined Epiphany in 1977. The children hit it off and the adults shared a love of music.

Organist Larry Wickersham had left and was replaced by Mark Bruce, who led an active music program considering the numbers he had to work with. Connie especially remembers the recorder band, which Bruce created to improve the choir’s music reading and voice abilities. “We got together and just honked around on our recorders for laughs,” said Connie. David Adam said Bruce was born about 800 years too late judging by his affection for ancient music. He liked to choose a chorister to sing as a cantor during the service, but David remembers that the cantor often wasn’t chosen until minutes before it began.

“We did pageants and other events with dance and music and sets,” said David. “We performed the Wakefield Mystery plays in church one year. We also had a Gilbert and Sullivan evening as a fundraiser. It wasn’t bleak.”

Mark Bruce also brought another sensibility to Epiphany. He was openly gay and his lover, Pat, joined the congregation. “For David Gordon to have allowed a gay choir master/organist was quite a progressive attitude at the time,” recalled David Adam. John Maltby remembers coming back to Epiphany in 1979 after working in another state and noticing Mark and Pat. “I was surprised it wasn’t controversial,” he said. “But everyone accepted them and liked them.”

In January, 1981, the new bishop of the Dioces of California,  William Swing, consecrated the Church of the Epiphany, an event which couldn’t take place, according to church law, until the parish church was paid for and became the property of the diocese. 

With the task of paying off the mortgage accomplished, Gordon began a sabbatical in May that lasted through September. He spent the time writing A Plan for Stewardship Education Throughout the Year, a manual on stewarship that has become a standard church text. Jay Thorp put in many hours typing it for him.

David Gordon's resignation

In May of 1982, Gordon announced that he had been called to become the Director of Stewardship for the Diocese of New York, a job he held from 1982 until retirement in 1992. He still consults and offers training on stewardship at churches throughout the United States and Canada. He has worked in 36 dioceses and supervised stewardship at some 250 parishes.

Gordon wasn’t the only one to leave. It had become customary for the staff to resign when the rector resigned. Wil Madden, who had joined Epiphany in 1951 and then became a member of Gordon's staff after being ordained a deacon in 1978, also left. “A deacon's principle duty is to show people how to minister to other people,” he said during a recent interview from his home in Sparks, Nevada. A deacon can read the Gospel, prepare the altar and can celebrate the Eucharist with wine and bread pre-consecrated by a priest. Deacons often serve as unpaid assistants to priests or may have special ministries in jails, hospitals and the like. Madden, a carpenter, said that he’d “got to feeling I was serving a building instead of people” when he was called to become a deacon.

“At Epiphany, things didn’t change much for me after I was ordained,” he recalled, “except I was more involved with the liturgy. I had to research a sermon once a month.” After Madden left Epiphany, the Bishop assigned him to serve as Pastor to Deacons for 18 months. Then he worked at Holy Cross in Castro Valley, which became the home of the School for Deacons. Now retired, he said his favorite moments as a deacon have come from baptizing his grandchildren, including two at Epiphany.

The Rev. Koeker, who had maintained his counseling office at the church, also left. Mark Bruce left shortly after Gordon’s successor arrived.

Gordon’s wife, Ann, who had become the first woman president of the Diocesan Council while at Epiphany, is now Executive Director of the National Association of Episcopal Schools and has published two college textbooks on early childhood education.

“Epiphany is good folks,” says Gordon recently. “I really liked it there but when New York asked me to come, it was the right choice. When the Holy Spirit calls, you go.”

