The 1990s

In October of 1990, David Miller was the guest of honor at a surprise 40th birthday party in the parish hall after the 10 a.m. service. Miller may have reached the traditional beginning of middle age, but Epiphany seemed to be enjoying a second youth. The church had moved quickly over the previous seven years to become more family-oriented and to absorb the increasing numbers of young families living in and around San Carlos.

After this period of tremendous growth, the vestry decided that it was time to take a long look at where the parish was going and where they had been. In 1992, the church created “Together A Voice: A Vision for Epiphany in the ‘90s,” a survey conducted by Rosy Leong. 

Through this process, the parish leadership learned that while the church had doubled in membership during Miller’s tenure, it was struggling to make the transition from being a pastoral church to a program church. A pastoral church usually numbers between 50 and 150 members at Sunday services and centers on the role of the priest, who is involved in almost every facet of the church. A program church, with 150 to 350 communicants, depends on lay people and additional church staff to conduct a good deal of the ministry. Epiphany had reached the size to be a program church, but hadn’t quite made the change.

Miller knew that making the change would mean bringing in other staff and delegating responsibilities, which both he and the members of the congregation would have difficulty accepting. The parishioners were used to having his personal attention and he felt many people would have been hurt if he were not always available. The survey concluded that “we love our pastor and we hope he never leaves,” according to David Adam. But Miller perceived that his ministry at Epiphany was nearing its end.

“After ten years,” Miller said,  “I could have continued and done a good job, but the church probably would have stayed at a plateau,” he said. “There were some people who would have been happy with that. I think leaving was the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life. Our family was deeply involved in the lives of the people of Epiphany, and they in ours.”

When Miller accepted a call to St. Matthew’s Church in Pacific Palisades in March, 1993, many of Epiphany’s parishioners were deeply saddened and concerned about Epiphany’s future.

“There was a real sense of grief in the parish when David announced he was leaving,” recalled Ginny Peterson. “A lot of people in the congregation had never known another rector.”

Sue Marquis, who had spent eight years working as a bookkeeper and office assistant in the office, was one of many who wondered how Epiphany could ever replace David Miller.

Then Came a Woman . . . 

In June of 1993, the Rev. Carol Cleland was appointed as interim rector. If anyone expected the new interim to be a “place holder” until the “real” rector arrived, they were in for a surprise.

Carol Cleland, a former nurse, saw her role as helping the congregation deal with their grief over David Miller’s leaving while preparing the way for the next rector. 

“Primarily, she helped many people see that someone other than David Miller could be in the pulpit, and that person might not even be a man,” said one parishioner.

For Connie Buchanan, Cleland provided reassurance “that there are other wonderful ordained people out there.” Ginny Peterson recalls Cleland as “a healer” who encouraged the parishioners to take more responsibility in a number of different ways. “She made a lot of people in the parish realize they had strengths they didn’t know about,” she added. “Carol also was very careful to take care of herself . . . to prevent burnout. She was very good at saying ‘no’ and turning things back to the vestry.”

During Cleland’s ministry at Epiphany, the size of the congregation stayed the same and stewardship pledges increased, although it’s not unusual for both to drop off during an interim period.

A year later, Cleland was called to become rector of St. Anne’s Church in Fremont. By that time,  a few congregation members had left in displeasure, but others would have been delighted if it had been possible for her to stay at Epiphany as the new rector.

From out of the East

Meanwhile, the vestry had appointed a committee composed of both laity and vestry headed Linda Garvey and John Newman. This time, thanks to frequent flier mileage plans, the members of the committee could travel from one coast to the other in their search for another match. 

After a year-long search, the vestry called the Rev. Bruce Freeman, then rector of St. John’s Church in Athol, Mass., a small town located in the western part of the state. 

Freeman, the son of an Episcopal priest, had grown up in New England, although he spent his high school years on the White Earth Indian Reservation in Minnesota where his father ministered to several mission churches. He attended Kenyon College (also Bishop Swing’s alma mater) and the Episcopal Divinity School at Harvard before being ordained and beginning his ministry in Minnesota.

By 1994, Freeman had been rector of St. John’s for five years. Although attendance at the church had increased while he was there, he was frustrated by the difficulty of the laity tin trying to participate in the leadership of the church. He and his wife, Dana, also hoped to move to an area where Dana could further her education in the women’s health field while raising their three children, Audrey, Nat and Carl. 

The weekend in June when the Epiphany contingent arrived in Athol,  Freeman was completing the search process with two other parishes, so he remembers being pretty relaxed during the interview. As a result, he didn’t think it went very well and didn’t expect to hear from Epiphany again. But the committee members had found his approach refreshing and honest. Bruce was surprised a few days later, when he and Dana were invited to fly to California to meet with the rest of the search committee.

“I really enjoyed it,” he said. “My whole theology just fit with what they were talking about.”

It was after the California visit that Bruce said he felt a profound sense of being called to Epiphany, although it didn’t make sense for him to pack up his family and move across the country.

Search committee members also were hearing a call. 

 “The vestry and search committee knew that we didn’t want a Moses,” said Ginny Peterson. “We didn’t want someone to lead us so much as walk with us. Bruce was very candid that he was going to be a fellow-traveler, that he didn’t have all the answers, but he’d be willing to work with us to find them.”

Bruce said the “challenges and opportunities” that members of the parish listed as most important in the Parish Profile and that were drawn from the "Together a Voice" survey in 1992, are still among the goals of his ministry at Epiphany.  The list included:                                              


•
Enhancing lay participation

•
Increasing youth programs

•
Maintaining a sense of community

•
Increasing financial stewardship

Freeman made it clear to the vestry that he wasn’t going to be able to do all of those things by himself, but that he would need help from additional staff

A New Song
Freeman was named rector in August, 1994, and recalled that his first year was difficult, partly because both he and the parish had to adjust to the cultural differences between Northern California and Western Massachusetts.

“The parish had to figure out who the new rector was,” he said. “They had to figure out how trustworthy I was.”

Bruce also was more extroverted than what the congregation had been used to.  It took the parish a little while to understand that difference. Freeman credits the Rev. Susan Beem Berry, hired in July, 1995, to be part-time Christian Education Assistant, for contributing “a lot of David’s (Miller) gifts and Carol’s (Cleland) gifts that I don’t have.” 

Berry had replaced the Rev. Kathleen Patton, who had been hired in December, 1994, on a six-month contract to develop children’s ministry classes. Patton’s position was a first for the new “program” team approach to church administration. The vestry approved the contract after a steering committee of parents recommended it and took responsibility for implementing a supplementary pledge drive to support it. Patton resigned when she and her husband were called to be co-rectors of a church in Ukiah. Susan Beem Berry left in 1996 when her husband was transferred to Germany.

Whitney Roberson, a recent graduate of CDSP, was chosen to fill the new position of Associate for Family Ministries in July, 1996. A month later, Phil Brochard was appointed Youth Intern with special funding from a diocesan program to train youth ministers. Phil left early in the summer of 1997, and a search is currently in progress to fill the intern position.

The decision to hire a paid staff person for the children’s ministries was paired with a plea for parishioners to increase to their pledges to handle the additional cost. The decision also was based on the fact that the number of children at Epiphany had accelerated.

In addition to working with the children’s programs, Whitney Roberson also developed a new ministry whose goal is to bring spirituality into the workplace. Based on a program she started in San Francisco, Roberson recently was awarded a prestigious grant from Trinity Church, Wall Street, to continue the pilot ministry at Epiphany.

During his first year at Epiphany, Freeman added lay volunteers to the staff.  They were Bob French and Gene Carper who handle a variety of duties including outreach and newcomer activities. For French, a retired Naval officer, his new role within the church added to the depth of his spiritual experience. When he first joined Epiphany in 1989 after being unchurched for several years, he pretty much “just came to hear the sermons.” Carol Cleland invited him to become more active. And then Freeman suggested he join the lay staff.

“I’m happy to be back in the body of Christ,” said French, who also participates in the parish healing ministry and the pastoral care committee. “I feel the enthusiasm, the zeal to serve so much more strongly. It’s a return to a personal Christianity that I had missed for many years.” At present, the rector and the healing ministry, in response to parish growth, are considering whether to add an unpaid deacon to the staff to help with pastoral duties.

Another change at Epiphany has been in how the church handles its financial duties. A team which includes several finance professionals from the congregation has researched and handled some complex issues, including laying plans for long-term solutions to money matters.

One of the first projects was resolving the issues connected with purchasing the rectory after the Millers left. The church eventually bought out the Millers’ portion and set up another shared-equity arrangement with the Freemans with money provided by parishioners' purchase of interest-bearing bonds set up through a regional church investment plan. A side benefit of this plan was that it raised confidence about other new financial projects such as the Capital Campaign, said Bruce Freeman.

A vestry meeting with Mike Garvey, one of the finance team members, revealed that over the years the parish had never developed a reserve fund for capital projects, and unfortunately, the church was going to need some major repairs shortly.

The vestry already knew that the buildings were starting to show their age and that while they had withstood the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake, years of deferred maintenance were beginning to show. That was the genesis of the recently completed Capital Campaign, the proceeds of which are going toward repairing the church building, restoring the stained glass windows, renovating the parish hall and reconfiguring the classroom/office wing. The vestry also determined that a portion of the money raised will go toward an outreach construction project, and to provide a reserve fund for future church building projects.

The campaign raised more than $450,000, enough to complete the top priorities on the list, and begin the remaining projects. The goal was high,  but Freeman and the finance committee felt the advent of Epiphany’s golden anniversary was a good opportunity to move ahead. The vestry and staff also agreed that the campaign gave parish members an appreciation of the need for long-term planning, creation of a Capital Fund and the challenge of reaching for difficult goals.

Freeman and the vestry have worked at diffusing leadership and responsibility throughout the congregation. Two years ago, the vestry agreed with the rector's suggestion that they would no longer actively lead the commissions or ministries for which they had volunteered as part of their vestry duties. Instead, their role was to be a “liaison” between the vestry  and the parish members who volunteered to lead each lay ministry. This change put vestry members into support roles and gave the vestry time to focus on churchwide business issues.

Elinora Mantovani, who was senior warden in 1995 and 1996, said that although she loathes the word “empowerment,” she felt her role was to keep turning decisions back to other people.

“We had a lot of high profile people who were very good at doing things,” she said. “But we needed to let other people in the parish be good, too.”

The ministries that have evolved out of the reorganized vestry functions are stewardship, buildings and grounds, worship, outreach, hospitality, children and youth, communications, Capital Funds, special events and fundraising. Several of those ministries now encompass a number of smaller ministries, ranging from the long established prayer tree to the newly formed cancer support group. The Capital Campaign also created a number of additional groups focusing on the different aspects of fundraising, developing the initial plans, and implementation. While the work of the leadership groups is frequently centered on the practical business at hand, the spiritual foundation that was laid at Epiphany years ago is always central  in the minds and hearts of the participants. Meetings begin and end with prayer and frequently include a time of sharing about the spiritual happenings in the everyday lives of the people there. 

Freeman believes that many people have gotten comfortable with the emphasis on prayer and on lay people taking responsibility for their own spirituality.

“People have started to trust it,” he said. “I think the next challenge is going to be fleshing out what it means to be a community of communities. For this to be a true program church, we’re going to have to meet each of the four challenges in the parish profile. In order for the parish to work, the lay people have to own it. The staff can’t run it. There has to be a personal focus on the effectiveness of the small communities within the church.

“At the same time, we are broadening our horizons. We are getting a higher profile within the Diocese as a church that is doing new things such as Whitney’s ministry at work and training youth interns. We’re not an insular church. We’re not stuck in San Carlos. I really see Epiphany as a community of light for its parishioners, the local community and the Bay Area.”

Let your light shine

Hazel and Jack Maltby, who have been Epiphany members since 1947, say that the church today reminds them of the old days.

“The Feast of the Epiphany service last January had the same feeling that it had back in the ‘40s,” said Hazel. “We felt that everyone was happy to be there and had a feeling of togetherness.”

John Maltby, who grew up at Epiphany, says he feels like he belongs to the church, not just in the sense of belonging to an organization, but of being a piece of it. For him, the windows, the hangings on the walls, even the floors on which he played as an infant, have personal associations of people who participated in his spiritual journey.

The interesting thing is that people who have come to Epiphany far more recently also have that similar sense of belonging.

Elinora Mantovani, who joined Epiphany in 1985, says there are two special images at Epiphany that engage her: The first is the combination of David Miller’s last service at Epiphany and Bruce Freeman’s installation. “I felt for the first time that I was a part of this ancient tradition, and I was floating along with it,” she recalls. The second is the picture of her 10-year-old daughter feeling perfectly comfortable and natural at Epiphany.

These two images are a metaphor for what Epiphany has been and will continue to be. Despite the misunderstandings, doubts, and pettiness that seem to accompany the human condition, we are all connected by a common thread of traditions, customs, beliefs, and faith, which culminates in our feeling of peace and joy, comfort and love for one another in God’s House.

It’s that love that brought people coming in 1947 and that continues to bring us here in 1997. It can only be love that creates such a church home.






