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As I told our Vestry at its April meeting, 
I happened to read David Brook’s op-
ed column in the New York Times that 
morning, Tuesday 18 April 2017.  
It was remarkable in that it was focused 
precisely on some of the ideas that  
I’ve been thinking and talking about 
recently.

The context: I have learned of one 
congregation after another leaving its 
building; closing its doors; merging 
with another congregation; depart-
ing its neighborhood. Denominational 
labels are meaningless here. Its hap-
pening across the face of the Church in 
cities across the United States, not just 
Minneapolis, not only in blighted urban 
cores, not just to Episcopalians.

Here’s an example. I had lunch with 
an old friend, a pastor now living in 
Minneapolis who served in Philadelphia 
at the time I was ministering in that 
area. He had just come from a visit to 
Philly and told me about one congre-
gation closing after another. Perhaps 
the most shocking to me was this one. 
There was a long-standing Lutheran 
congregation in South Philadelphia 
that had successfully gone through 
many struggles to remake itself as its 
neighborhood changed from people of 
German descent to African Americans. 
At its peak in the 1970’s and 1980’s 
the congregation had over 1,000 black 
members. It was a vital, vibrant center 
of the community’s culture, bringing 
the Gospel of Jesus to countless  
individuals.

Becoming a thick organization
It is now closed. Gone. I am sad.
I write about this once wonderful 

place because it relates directly to the 
David Brooks column I mentioned. 
There are two types of organizations, he 
says: thick organizations and thin orga-
nizations. While I’m not willing to place 
the South Philly congregation in one 
category or another, I am eager to place 
St. James in one. I don’t know what 
became of our brothers and sisters in 
Philly. I know what is becoming of us.

First, definitions. According to  
Mr. Brooks, a thick organization “be-
comes a part of a person’s identity and 
engages the whole person: head, hands, 
heart and soul...Thick organizations 
think in terms of virtue and vice. They 
take advantage of people’s desire to do 
good and arouse their higher longings.” 

But thin organizations “take ad-
vantage of people’s strengths and treat 
people as resources to be marshaled…
(they) tend to see themselves horizon-
tally. People are members for mutual 
benefit. Thick organizations often see 
themselves on a vertical axis. People are 
members so they can collectively serve 
the same higher good.”

Hmm. Higher good. Like love, 
mercy, peace, justice. Higher good, like 
reaching out and embracing, smiling, 
laughing, crying with others to point 
to the centrality of our God-made, 
God-given natures. Higher good, like 
celebrating not only the Resurrection of 
Jesus, but also marking well his strug-
gles, his agony, his gruesome death, and 
understanding that above all things we 
can go through the same sorts of hells 

as he did, together. With him. Open-
ing our doors and saying to the world, 
“You are changing, and so shall we.” All 
for the love of Christ Jesus.

I think that Mr. Brooks indicates 
that a thin congregation would be 
defined as one that, as it grows weaker 
and poorer it grows more fearful for 
its future. I remember a thin congrega-
tion in Philadelphia years ago that kept 
its doors locked, including on Sunday 
morning. You could gain admittance 
to worship only if you were a member. 
Thin. That congregation is long gone.

St. James is a thick congregation. 
Think about St. James as you read this 
list of Mr. Brooks’ thick organization 
characteristics. 
1.  Thick institutions engage in  

collective rituals.

2. They have shared tasks.

3.  Such organizations often tell and 
retell a sacred origin story about 
themselves.

4.  They might well have experienced a 
moment when they nearly failed.

5.  They celebrate the heroes who 
pulled them from the brink.

6.  They incorporate music into daily 
life because it is hard not to become 
bonded with someone you have 
sung and danced with.

7.  They have a common ideal.

8.  They have an idiosyncratic local 
culture.

9.  Some people love them and some 
people hate them.

Continued on page 2
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Back in the late 1960s, when I was a 
youth, everyone seemed to be growing 
their hair out long. As a result, braids 
seemed to be everywhere. While there are 
still plenty around, for me, a braid took 
on a whole new layer of meaning when I 
started coming to St. James because of the 
St. James mission braid of Worship Learn 
Serve.  If you’re not familiar with the con-
cept, or the look, or have kind of forgot-
ten about it, it might be because it hasn’t 
been as prominent a feature in our nar-
rative and materials as of late. But several 
years ago St. James embraced the braid as 
its descriptive symbol, not because we’re 
a group of aging hippies, but because its 
equal strands are highly resonant, highly 
aligned, and highly descriptive of the ac-
tivities and beliefs of the parish. It still is 
for me and it is relevant as a way of seeing 
what’s currently going on in the church. 
And like a braid, while it is easy to see 
the individual strands, it only becomes a 
braid when the strands overlap and inter-
twine to become a whole. 

The Worship strand is clear in our life 
together, expressed through our liturgy 
and in our shared community every Sun-
day through the course of the year. We 
take great care with our service, and the 
attention to detail demonstrated by the 
Altar Guild, the worship committee, our 
leaders in William and Dawnlynn, and 
acolytes, and of course our inspirational 
music program, are all reflections of how 
important this aspect of the braid is to us 
and its centrality to the life of our parish. 

The Learn strand is expressed in a 
variety of ways, but it is clear that St. 
Jamesians are a bunch of people who 
are curious and love to learn. Learning 

abounds at our weekly education ses-
sions, but is also at the core of many of 
our partnerships. 

The Serve strand is expressed through 
many of our food ministry programs 
and efforts, our work with neighborhood 
groups and programs, and is often inter-
twined with Learning. Examples of this 
would include our work in Haiti, which 
has clear elements of both learning and 
service, fueled by faith, or the upcom-
ing July 4th event via our Tri-Faith work, 
which you have been hearing about and 
are invited to participate in and volun-
teer for. It is this event that I think is an 
interesting current expression of the St. 
James Braid. 

While there’s always room for multiple 
views, the July 4th Tri-Faith event, and 
the Tri-Faith partnership has clear ele-
ments of both Learning and Service. To 
me learning about other faiths and tradi-
tions enriches my own faith life, deepens 
my understanding of the similarities 
and differences, and ultimately gives me 
greater insight into my own journey. The 
Service aspect of this work is also clear 
for me as our world continues to have no 
shortage of religious hatred and bigotry, 
and that as Christians and as Americans, 
we need to stand with others in the face 
of this intolerance and injustice.  Stay 
tuned for more information about this 
event and how you can be involved. 

As a symbol for our mission and life 
at St. James “The Braid” continues to be 
a unique expression of who we are and 
aspire to be. Let us continue to walk with 
“The Braid”, weaving our lives, our faith, 
and our community together. 

Walking With the Braid
From the Senior Warden Neal Cuthbert

June 
Epistle
Send articles to Beth 
Harvey (stjamesotp@
comcast.net and  
bhpens@mac.com)  
by Wednesday, May 24.

Becoming  
a thick  
organization
Continued from page 1

St. James scores strongly 
in all of these areas. But this 
is not to say that we will 
live on the Parkway forever. 
Rather, it is to say that in the 
power of the Resurrected 
One, with the presence of 
the Holy Spirit, we are mov-
ing in a sacred direction: ex-
pressing the love of Christ, 
a word of welcome, a hand 
of support, a confidence in 
God’s future.

The work before us is 
vast and difficult. In the love 
of God we move as a thick 
organization. Vulnerable. 
Blessed.
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More than 20 St. James Elders will 
come together at the 10:30 Eucha-
rist, April 30, to be honored by their 
youngers and then feted at a light 
luncheon in the narthex right after. 
Transition priest William Heisley 
promises a special sermon for the day 
and will preside at lunch as master of 
ceremonies. 

Occasionally honoring Elders (all 
members 75 an older) is a longtime  
St. James tradition. Since the parish 
itself turned 75 in 2000, the tradition 
has included an individual Elder Pro-
file published for each member’s 75th 
birthday year. A complete collection 
of Elder Profiles is on the table in the 
Gallery and can be found online.

20-plus honorees expected  
at E L D E R FEST, April 30

by Louis Hoffman
One of the fruits of ACORN/2020 is 

the Three Churches Work Group. The 
idea behind this is to work together 
with our neighborhood partners, Lake 
Nokomis Lutheran and Minnehaha 
United Methodist, to deepen our un-
derstanding of our own faiths, to learn 
about others, to share learning, and to 
collaborate in service.

The first area we dived into was 
service. Our three churches already 
work together at the Minnehaha Food 
Shelf. After a few meetings, we real-
ized the tremendous overlap in our 
service ministries and learned that 
we all sometimes struggle to meet 
our volunteer commitment yet want 
to do more. It became clear that we 
all have a significant interest in food 
ministries. So from this was born No-
komis Serves. The idea is that there’ll 
be a common logo, service catalog, 
and website linked to each church’s 

website and that the service leaders 
in all three churches will work together 
to coordinate Nokomis Serves. It’s 
an opportunity to broaden service 
opportunities for the members of 
each church and to do a better job of 
serving the community. This will, for 
example, help us meet and increase 
our commitment to All Nations Kitch-
en by possibly including volunteers 
from the other churches. It’ll let St. 
Jameseans who used to do Loaves 
and Fishes and Simpson House to do 
so with friends and neighbors from 
Lake Nokomis Lutheran and Minne-
haha United Methodist. The goal is to 
create a Nokomis Serves catalog of 
opportunities and contacts and to roll 
this out at the August worship service 
at Minnehaha Falls in time for the start 
of the church year in September. St. 
James participants are Kurt Hall, Sue 
Maas, and Anne Scheible. Be sure to 
thank them for their work and find out 

from them how you can be involved.
Meanwhile, with Nokomis Serves 

successfully launched, the Three 
Churches Work Group, represented by 
Louis Hoffman and Tony Morley, are 
moving into the area of education and 
learning. Not much to report yet. But 
do stay tuned.

And remember our Kiva account? 
Since June 2008, St. James has in-
vested$31,200.00 in microloans. There 
is $580.76 in outstanding loans, and 
we have $2,997.31 idle just waiting to 
be invested. Of late, Kiva investment 
decisions have been a youth affair. 
So at a date to be announced later in 
May or early June and then again in 
September, we’re going to have an all-
youth event to learn about Kiva, what 
investment opportunities there are, 
and make some investment decisions. 
This is an event that youth of all ages 
won’t want to miss! Check your inbox 
often for details!

Updates on Three Churches Work 
Group, Nokomis Serves, and KIVA 

The few Elders not able to be pres-
ent on April 30 have all voiced regrets 
and expressed personal greetings to 
be shared with the parish: Mary and 
Quentin Anderson, Evelyn Carlson, 
Mae Dobbs, Roger Martin and  
Charlie Fox.

And not to go unmentioned are the 
dozen young volunteers whose plan-
ning, shopping, preparation, setting, 
serving, clean-up and driving have 
created ELDERFEST: Rosemary  
Caspar, Louis Hoffman, Jim Larson, 
Janis Martin, Leah Morley, Karen  
Murdock, Katie Mytty, Chris Opp, 
Becky and Linnea Pihl, Debbi Ramos, 
Louise Robinson, and Anne Sween. 
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On Saturday May 20 from Noon to 
3 P.M. St. James will participate 
in a new neighborhood event, the 
Bossen Renters’ Party.  Spon-
sored by the Nokomis East Neigh-
borhood Association, the Bossen 
Renters’ Party will seek to provide 
strong links between the residents 
of that community and the rest of 
Nokomis East.  At its March meet-
ing the St. James Vestry approved 
our participation and a gift of $100 
to support the event.  Joining with 
other neighborhood expressions 
of community, St. James’ money 
will aid in the purchase of two bi-
cycles to be given away to Bossen 
children in a lottery.  People will 
complete a questionnaire about 
their needs and hopes for the area 
as their entry into the lottery.

The Bossen neighborhood lies 
on the east side of Bossen Park 
which is bordered by East 56th 
Street on the north, East 58th 
Street on the south, 28th Avenue 
South on the west and 31st Av-
enue South on the east.

Look for more information 
regarding what we’ll be asked to 
do at the Bossen Renters’ Party 
in the next few weeks.  And plan 
to stop by to let our friends in that 
area know that there is a home for 
them at St. James!

Neighborhood 
Engagement

Financial Report
March, 2017
by Kerry Durkin, Treasurer

St. James experienced favorable operating results for the first quarter of 2017. 
Total income is favorable due to a combination of favorable pledged income 
and early payment from Mandala of their April rent.

Expenses have also been slightly favorable, mainly as a result of an open staff 
position.

The outcome is a net surplus which is favorable to budget by nearly $12,000. 
Here is a summary of the YTD March results, with all dollars rounded to the 
nearest $100.

   Variance
 YTD  YTD  Fav. /
 Actual  Budget  (Unfav.)
Pledged Income  $ 52,100  $ 45,200  $ 6,900
Other Income  27,500  23,700  3,800
Total Income  79,600  68,900  10,700
Expenses  47,600  48,800  1,200
Net Surplus  $ 32,000  $ 20,100  $ 11,900

If you have never experienced a David 
Cherwien/Susan Cherwien hymn 
festival you have a uniquely exciting 
thrill in store. This particular festival 
is open to all and there is no charge. 
Nationally recognized for his choral 
conducting, and organ playing and 
improvisations, Dr. Cherwien will lead 
from St. Olaf’s stunning new pipe 
organ built in the French style. This 

event is part of the National Workshop 
of Christian Unity, sponsored, in part, 
by Episcopal Diocesan Ecumenical 
and Interreligious Officers (EDEIO), a 
national organization of ecumenical 
officers appointed by diocesan bish-
ops. Sounds dull? It will be an evening 
that will show you the flip side of dull! 
Get there a bit early. The church will 
fill quickly.

Hymn Festival May 2nd
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by Max Athorn on behalf of the  
ACORN Trifaith Exploration Subcommittee

On Sunday morning, April 23, the ACORN 
2020 subcommittee charged with exploring  
the possibility of a tri-faith center at St. James 
introduced their entire tri-faith team to a  
meeting of about forty parishioners.  

The five guests were:
•  Anse Tamara Gray,  

Founding Director of Rabata 

•  Rabbi Alan Shavit-Lonstein,  
Founding Director of By The Rivers Center

•  Beth Gendler,  
Executive Director,  
National Council of Jewish Women  
Minnesota

•  Nausheena Hussain,  
Co-Founder and Executive Director of  
Reviving the Islamic Sisterhood of  
Empowerment (RISE)

•  Sarah Abe,  
Daybreak Press Global Bookshop &  
Gathering Space

Each of the five introduced themselves and 
told a bit of their individual stories, and what 
brought them to St. James to explore partner-
ship with us. We then heard some reflections 
from many different St. James parishioners 
about what has made us interested to pursue a 
multi-faith center in our building.

It was an important day in our ongoing vision-
ing process. There were no decisions made, 
and no grand declarations, but it was a day of 
community-building and critical thinking and 
listening.  

Stay tuned as we continue these events to con-
tinue to develop our own identity and consider 
our next steps as a parish.

Mark Your Calendars Now 
for the Fourth of July!
St. James, in partnership with our tri-faith partners, will be host-
ing a large community event from 1-4 pm on July 4. The event, 
which is intended to bring community awareness and excitement 
to our church’s tri-faith exploration, will include food trucks, live 
music, speakers, and activities for people of all ages. Please plan 
to attend, bring your loved ones, and invite a few friends to come 
along before your dinner and fireworks plans.

We are also looking for volunteers for many, many tasks in  
preparation for the day as well as the day itself. Would you care 
to lend a hand? Stay tuned for more detailed information and 
requests, or contact Max Athorn directly: athorncm@mac.com.

St. James Community Welcomes Muslim and  
Jewish Leaders to Discuss Tri-Faith Exploration
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Why Help with Teacher Salaries?
Onè! Respe! (Honor! Respect!)

by Ruth Anne Olson, on behalf of the  
St. James Haiti Committee

If the past is evidence of the future, we 
can expect that Bigonet’s leaders will 
opt to use the contributions from our 
upcoming Haiti pledge drive (May 7 - 
21) to pay for teacher salaries. “What’s 
the deal,” you might ask. “Doesn’t that 
just set up an unhealthy dependency 
on St. James?”

Here’s the story. 
In Haiti the average annual per 

capita income is estimated to be $350. 
Eighty percent of Haitians in rural 
areas live in dire poverty.1 Absent 
government support for schools, 50% 
of children in Haiti do not attend 
school.2

In 2008 when St. Jamesians first vis-
ited Bonne Nouvelle, Bigonet’s village 
leaders made clear that they moved 
mountains to make sure every child 
in the village could attend school. If 
families didn’t have $10 to pay the 
monthly tuition, staff worked to find 
alternatives—maybe asking parents 
to sweep the classrooms—maybe to 
gather firewood needed to cook school 
lunches. 

But frequently, when push came to 
shove, the only way to keep the school 
open was for teachers to work without 
pay. It happened often that salaries 
would be delayed one month, two 
months, sometimes more.

Since St. James entered into  
partnership with Bonne Nouvelle 
in December 2008, each annual 
Haiti pledge drive has raised between 

$11,000 - $13,000. When times are 
especially bad in Bigonet, our partners 
have chosen to use some of the money 
for school lunches—creating a motiva-
tion to come to school when there’s 
nothing to eat at home. Occasionally 
they’ve used small sums for supplies: 
a Haitian flag, graduation certificates, 
and the like. But over the years, they’ve 
chosen to use the vast majority of this 
money to pay their teachers. The result: 
an ability to hire qualified teachers—a 

school staff that exemplifies dignity 
and professional competence, as we 
experience first hand when we suc-
ceed in bringing Haitian friends to visit 
Minnesota.

Over the next three weeks, watch 
for snail mail and Sunday notices that 
explain this year’s Haiti pledge drive. 
Whatever you feel you can give, we’re 
confident you’ll agree that it’s money 
well spent.

1   Haiti Outreach.  
https://www.haitioutreach.org/ 
wp-content/uploads/2009/06/ 
Haiti-Info-History.pdf

 2  World Bank.  
https://haitipartners.org/about-us/ 
haiti-statistics/ 
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by Tony Morley — an opinion piece

I’ve been thinking about brand-loyalty 
and religion lately. Somehow the sub-
ject keeps coming up.

In an Acorn discussion about 
partnerships, someone asked, “How 
important is ‘Episcopal-ness’ to us?”

In a partnership meeting with 
Lake Nokomis Lutheran and Minne-
haha Methodist, someone remarked, 
‘Hardly anyone church-shopping looks 
these days for a Methodist, Episcopal 
or Lutheran label.

And just before Easter the Star 
Tribune ran a front-page report about 
churches shedding their denomination 
names. The first example was Trinity 
Baptist in Maplewood, now advertis-
ing as ”LifePoint” Church.

LifePoint? not Baptist? not Trinity?  
That’s a basically bad idea.

I get it that  people don’t want to be 
thought narrow. Me neither. Baptists 
of course should be more broad-

Brand-loyalty and Religion
minded. So should we and the Luther-
ans and Methodists. Even Fundmental-
ists and Roman Catholics. Especially 
Fundamentalists and Roman Catholics! 

But you don’t become broad-minded 
in religion by pretending there’s noth-
ing to think about. You only become 
contemporary. Maybe up-to-date, but 
probably shallow. You are sadly severed 
from both the good and the bad in your 
spiritual heritage. “History is bunk,” 
Henry Ford supposedly said. Hard to 
get more narrow than that.

Besides, consider this: As members 
of St. James we Episcopalians rub 
shoulders more and more with other 
neighborhood Christian “brands” — 
Methodist and Lutheran — looking for 
ways together to build up our strengths 
and mitigate our weaknesses. In a par-
allel venture we meet with non-Christian 
Abrahamic “brands” — Muslims and 
Jews — and ask similar questions. In 
each case there are lively conversations 
emerging.

Now, as a would be learner and 
participant in these talks, what kind of 
Lutherans, Methodists, Jews or Mus-
lims would you want to meet? Ones 
who aren’t sure they have good gifts to 
offer, or ones eager to let you hear their 
strong religious stories — and open-
minded to hear yours as well? And in 
those conversations what Episcopal 
contributions do we have to offer? Are 
there Episcopal things important for 
other participants to hear?

Yes! And important things also for us 
to learn from them. But to my mind the 
question who is best to join the con-
versation almost answers itself: people 
positive about where they come from. 
Healthy, open-minded brand loyalty is 
required. Neither our learning nor theirs 
will happen at all without it.  That’s what 
churches need, to build their differ-
ences into unity and strength.

I want to hear what “Baptist” means, 
and “Trinity” too. Not “LifePoint.”


