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Gardiner is a town of around 6,000 situated on the banks of he Kennebec River, about an hour off the central
coast of Maine. The State capitol of Augusta is five miles to our north and the junior Ivy League colleges of
Bates, Bowdoin, & Colby are each about a 30 minute drive-north, south, and east. Gardiner is a former mill
town with a large middle to lower middle class population.

First Baptist was founded in the 1880's when the current building was erected. It is affiliated with the
American Baptist Churches, USA. Average attendance for worship hovers around 80 with the typical spikes
in attendance on Christmas and Easter. Not much has changed in this congregation. Those who have been
coming here all there lives (and we have a number of folks in this category) cannot remember any significant
change in the space or the order of worship. The previous two pastors' combined tenure is over 35 years.
Someone who joined 15 years ago is still considered a "new member." There are few professionals in the
congregation. There is one medical doctor, one college professor, no lawyers. We have public school teachers,
health care workers, clerical workers, a few business owners (a fence company, an excavating company, etc), a
number of farmers, a significant number of retirees, some factory workers, and some state employees. The
majority of the congregation did not attend college. There are two ordained pastors in the membership-one
retired the other a chaplain.

In many ways, this is a congregation deeply embedded in rural, Maine culture. They have experienced little
change and most have been quite content with that. Family ties have by and large defined the unity &
disunity that has characterized this congregation over the years. I came on the scene two years ago. I figured,
there was no better place to engage the realities of ecclesiallife than in a congregation so deeply embedded in
time and place! It has been an interesting ride. I have broken all the rules I was taught in Seminary about not
changing anything for the first year. Through it all we have held together, we have come to hold on to one
another in love, and, most importantly, we are seeing more and more signs that something beyond us is
breaking in and breaking through. Last Sunday, the congregation voted Gust shy of a unanimous vote) to
undertake a two phased renovation of its entire building. Phase One will involved a complete renovation of
the Sanctuary. Construction is set to begin by February 1 and should be complete by Easter. This was a
turning point in the history of this church and its self understanding.

For years I have wanted to teach a course on Church History in the context of a local congregation. I have
done it piecemeal here and there, but never in a single course extended over a program year. Finding myself
in a congregation that has never studied church history, dealing with so many people who have not ever
encountered the study of history beyond high school, and feeling strongly the need to set a new level of
engagement with theology and the Christian life in the church, I decided this would be the time and place to
teach such a course. Furthermore, teaching such a course would discipline my reading and study in ways that
were not internal to this congregation's existing expectations of their pastor.

I announced the class, ordered fifteen books and waited to see what would happen. I had to order more
books. Throughout the entire year we had between twenty and thirty folks out to the Church on a Wednesday
night from 7:00 - 8:45. It was one of the most demanding teaching tasks I have ever encountered. When we
are together in February, I will talk more about what I learned through this experience about teaching and
being a teacher. I will talk more then about what I think the participants learned through this course and how
it is impacting our life as a congregation.

What follows is a brief introduction and overview of the course. My intent with this material is to give you
some sense for the content and flow of the course.




