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Seminarians in the City:  Border Crossings 

John R. Dale 

 
“The masses of men [and women] live with their 

backs constantly against the wall; they are the disinherited … “ 

(Dr. Howard Thurman)1 

 

Rebecca Hinds, a second-year student from Minnesota at Andover-Newton Theological School 

and current participant in City Mission Society’s Seminarians in the City program, spoke recently 

about a lesson she will remember for a long time – how important one phone call can be to 

someone whose “back is against the wall.”  Assigned to work with a group of single mothers 

who are being assisted by City Mission Society’s Homelessness Prevention program, Rebecca has 

become close to these women and their struggle to keep their families fed and housed.  At one 

point this past year, Rebecca lost contact with one woman whose challenges seemed 

overwhelming.  Rebecca’s concern grew as days and weeks passed without hearing from this 

woman.  Rebecca tried calling her but couldn’t reach her.  All she could do was leave a message 

for the woman letting her know that she was not forgotten.  Eventually, Rebecca heard from 

the woman.  She told Rebecca that she had been through a really rough period, but getting her 

phone message meant everything to her.  When it seemed like no one in the world cared, that 

one call made a huge difference.  Rebecca, who eyes a future as a Unitarian-Universalist 

minister, learned a valuable pastoral lesson while reaching out across a great divide.   

 

Dr. Howard Thurman, the great 20th-century Christian theologian, teacher at Boston University 

– and mentor to Martin Luther King, Jr. among many others -- warned the Christian  church 

against the ethos of representing society’s established powers.  Over fifty years ago, Thurman 

cautioned against a “missionary impulse” that often came out of a sense of paternal obligation 

rather than genuine concern.  This well-meaning, charitable Christian “duty” toward “the poor, 

the ignorant and the backward” people of the world has often arisen from the church’s position 

of power and superiority.  In his book Jesus and the Disinherited, Thurman challenged the church 

to assume relationships with marginalized people in more Gospel-authentic ways.  All of us 

must be willing to cross borders, travel to the other side of the proverbial railroad tracks, to 

meet the other and “stand with those whose backs are against the wall.”2  His social justice 

spirituality seeks community with people who may be different from us.  We can all learn from 

each other and we are all children of God.  The relationship based on community can not only 
enrich and deepen the life of the church but empower and bring hope to those who are 

marginalized in society.   The ultimate survival of the church, Thurman argued, depends on its 

capacity to be fully present with those who suffer out in the world beyond our stained-glass 

                                                 
1 Thurman, Howard; Jesus and the Disinherited; Beacon Press, Boston, MA, 1996: p. 13 
2 Ibid. 
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windows and tidy pews.  City Mission Society of Boston’s Seminarians in the City program is a 

“hands-on” opportunity for future clergy to participate in urban mutual ministry with others 

whose “backs are against the wall.”   

 

Seminarians in the City (SITC) started as a pilot program in 2008.  The  inspiration for the 

program grew out of CMS Executive Director Rev. June Cooper’s own seminary experience: “ I 

always felt  that there was a deep chasm  between the pulpit and the street that the academy 

was unable to address at that time. This challenge begs the question of how do we connect 

with people and show God’s abundant love to  those who have and might never put their feet 

over the threshold of a church?”  After being in conversation with others that were faced with 

this challenge in their social justice ministries, the inspiration for SITC was born.  The program 

seeks to address several related issues: 

 The scarcity of on-site social justice/urban ministry training in many seminaries 

 The church’s need for clergy capable of moving back and forth comfortably 

across boundaries of race, class, and economic status 

 The continued trends of decline in mainline Protestant denominations 

 The disconnect between urban and suburban/rural congregations 

 The isolation of some urban  congregations from their surrounding communities 

 The need for ministries and programs that address urban issues and the 

challenges many poor and at-risk people face in the city 

 The connection between theological/spiritual imperatives with the doing of urban 

and social justice ministry 

 

One could say that Seminarians in the City is about applied theology, both on the macro and the 
individual level.  The long-observed trends of denominational decline that has been in motion 

for at least thirty years appears unchecked.  Between 1958 and 2008 at least 28% of American 

adults left mainline Protestant churches, according to surveys by the Pew Forum.3    The church 

is struggling now to grapple with how to regain relevancy in a rapidly changing world.  The mid-

20th-century model of the Christian church does not appear to be sustainable very far into the 

21st century.   Coinciding with the decline is the shortage of clergy and church leaders who are 

able to transcend divisions and boundaries.  Some believe many seminaries are too academic 

and theoretical at the expense of practical training for future clergy.  Beyond all these 

institutional concerns is the over-arching human suffering and oppression that goes on unabated 

in our cities. 

 

Dr. Paul Baxter, CMS’s Associate Director,  designed SITC as a year-long course that includes 

structured theological reflection, reading requirements, topical seminars led by noted experts 

and on-site – “on the ground” – work participating in urban ministry with a local city 

congregation or community service agency:  “I actually participated in a similar program here at 

City Mission Society when I was at Harvard Divinity School.  The opportunity to integrate work 

and learning was what brought me to seminary in the first place, so I was particularly excited to 

                                                 
3
 The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life; www.pewforum.org.  
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be able to offer that experience to a new generation of seminarians.”  Participating in 

community-based activities gives the seminary student direct experience dealing with real issues 

involving real people.  The regular group and individual reflection time provides a way for the 

student to put these experiences into a spiritual context.  In addition, the student has the 

support of CMS staff and clergy mentors for advice and feedback.  Participants have come from 

Andover-Newton Theological School, Harvard Divinity School, Episcopal Divinity School, 

Boston University School of Theology and the Boston Bible College, and students receive 

course credit for SITC through the Boston Theological Institute.  Since 2008 thirteen 

seminarians have been granted stipends to participate in Seminarians in the City. 

 

Chuck Wynder, who participated in SITC and is about to graduate from Episcopal Divinity 

School, values the opportunity he had to work with at-risk youth in Boston.  “It was very 

gratifying  to be able to help those at-risk young people see their true worth and value as whole 

human beings”.  He was placed in a role, Chuck said, where he participated in a ministry of 

mutuality – not just with the at-risk teens but also with the ecumenical mix of faith communities 

who were partners in this work.  He discovered the richness of experiencing traditions 
different from his own in the course of doing ministry together.  Rebecca Hinds, who has a 

particular interest in the issues of racism and classism, is profoundly struck by the wide divides 

that exist in our culture.  She feels the divide viscerally each time she traverses the 

“boundaries” between her comfortable suburban base and the hard, sometimes brutal realities 

of the poor urban neighborhoods.  Both Chuck and Rebecca credit their tenures in Seminarians 

in the City with giving them the pragmatic and spiritual experience of going beyond their 

“comfort zones.”   

 

Putting these powerful experiences in some kind of theological context is another critical, 

intentional goal of SITC.  Paris Cherry, another former SITC student, said the coursework gave 

him a framework within which he could more fully develop his own spiritual understanding.  

Paris, who grew up in Boston’s low-income Dorchester and Roxbury communities – and could 

have easily fallen into a dead end as a gang member -- credits Dr. Baxter with providing the 

theological guidance and mentorship he needed to discern his own calling.  Today Paris Cherry 

leads a ministry centered on violence prevention for at-risk youth in his old neighborhoods.  

Rebecca Hinds has found the reading list for SITC indispensable resource for her.  She cited the 

spiritual perspectives in Heidi Neumark’s memoir Breathing Space: A Spiritual Journey in the South 

Bronx to be invaluable even as she worked with the vulnerable women served by the 

Homelessness Prevention program. 

 

Mutuality, community, listening, humility, theological grounding, practical problem-solving, 

organizational logistics, pastoral presence and bridging divides to “stand with those whose backs 

are against the wall” are some of the skills, gifts and experiences SITC students gain.  The Rev. 

Dr. Douglass Bailey, founder of the Center for Urban Ministry, Inc. and a 2008  seminar 

speaker for Seminarians in the City, has described how “our cities are context for both crises 

and engagement, division and healing, isolation and community”.  He goes on to urge all of us to 

“imagine how many urban congregations are yearning for renewal”.  Our churches are 

“uniquely situated to answer Christ’s call for authentic urban ministry”.  Seminarians in the City 

seeks to help prepare and engage clergy – both practically and spiritually – to answer that call.  

One of SITC’s first seminarians in 2008 was Andrew Edwards from Andover-Newton.  Andy is 
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now an ordained American Baptist minister.  When asked if he had an experience while 

working in SITC that stuck with him he paused only briefly.  “Yes”, he said, softly, “I remember 

something that happened completely unexpectedly”.  His ministry work was with the CMS 

Boston Urban Outreach program.  He helped guide and facilitate visiting church groups coming to 

Boston from out-of-town to do a service project in the city.  At the end of one such weekend 

Andy was leading a group of suburban youth back to South Station in downtown Boston to 

catch the train home.  He had them pause for a moment outside the train station and gather 

around for one last reflection on what they had experienced that weekend.  As the young 

people began, one by one, to share something of their impressions, a homeless man suddenly 

stepped up to the group to listen.  Andy told how the group opened up so the homeless man 

could join their circle.  The stranger was invited to share his story and he did.  And the young 

people listened.  Finally, after a short prayer, the group went on to board their train home.  

And the homeless man?  Well, our challenges will be always with us.  But the scene recalled by 

the Rev. Edwards seems to embody much of what Seminarians in the City is all about:  

experiencing and learning how to cross borders, be present with those who lack resources and 

minister to alleviate injustice, drawing on the context of our faith. 

 

John Dale was a consulting writer and researcher for the Alban Institute for four years.  He has served 

two urban Episcopal parishes in Boston as lay staff for missions, social justice ministry and community 

outreach.  he In addition, he is a former member of the board of directors of the City Mission Society of 

Boston, an UCC-affiliated social service agency, where he continues to serve. 

 

For more information about City Mission Society and “Seminarians in the City,” contact Paul Baxter at 

pbaxter@cmsboston.org or visit www.cmsboston.org. 
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