The Odyssey of the Reverend Doctor Elizabeth M. Strong
October 25, 2009 at the LREDA Fall Conference
Chalice Lighting

A litany of the chalices


I have collected several chalices through the 31 years of my ministry and work in religious education and they have each become sacred, precious and powerful in their own distinct light.  

This is my Hot chocolate chalice.  I got it when I was in Madison, Wisconsin for a Meadville Lombard Mid-Winter Institute.  It came filled with a dark chocolate cocoa with whipped cream, and it warmed me in body and soul as only dark chocolate can do. 

My Rainbow chalice was given to me by a lesbian couple following their service of Holy Union while I was serving our congregation in Syracuse, NY.  It gave its light to their joy and their promises to one another and reminds me of the inherent dignity and worth of every person.
My Wood chalice is my all-service chalice that I can carry with me to workshops, worship services and meetings.  It is serviceable, durable, and actually looks like a chalice.

This is my Norma chalice in memory of Norma Veridan.  When I arrived in the Mass Bay District to begin my service as the religious education program consultant, Norma gave me this little ice cream chalice that she had used as her serviceable chalice.  Its light is a precious memory of my best Universalist buddy.

The words on this candle say “Many candles can be lit from one candle without diminishing it.” This message, written around the flame is a reminder to me of the power of our light in ministry and in life.  We are each a candle of hope.

This chalice was given to me by Andrea Lerner as part of a set she gave to the East Coast Program Consultants one year.  It keeps me lovingly connected to the support and encouragement of my colleagues in this demanding work of religious education.

This, as you recognize, is the Unitarian Universalist Service Committee Chalice.  It is a constant reminder of the centrality of service to my ministry.  It has given me the vision Hosea Ballou’s “admonition that if faith cannot be put into practice, have none of it.”  After all, “service is our prayer.”

This is my family chalice.  It was given to me by my son Reverend Douglas Taylor, Unitarian Universalist minister in our congregation in Binghamton, New York.  It serves to remind me of the importance of my family and the families I serve in my ministry.

The words of this chalice, “All shall be well and all manner of things shall be well,” are inscribed in the glass surrounding the candle.  This is my faith and hope for what awaits me in the end.  

I share them with you that they may give you hope, faith and love to light the visions you hold for your continuing ministries of life.

On the morning of June 17th, 1940 my father had gone to school to teach in the Schuyler Lake High School.  Around eleven that morning the Principal called him into his office.  “Ashley,” he said to my father, “Sit down.  Marie has just delivered twin girls and I have arranged a substitute for you for the rest of the day so you can go to Cooperstown to see them.”  So my father went to the Mary Imogene Bassett Hospital to find my mother and me and my identical twin sister Barbara.  He walked into the labor and delivery rooms in search of her and was confronted by a nurse who exclaimed, “What are you doing here, are you sterile?”  My father, with equal fervor exclaimed, “If I were sterile I wouldn’t be here.”  
And so, I began my life journey being born 20 minutes before my sister, Barbara and five years after my big brother, John.  I am Elizabeth May Strong.  In 2009 at the age of 69 this past June, I have probably lived more than three quarters of my life if I take into account the life spans of my four Grandparents and my parents.  
I believe that my upbringing prepared me for the life that I have lived these past 69 years.  My childhood was safe, loving, and very insular and secure.  Barbara and I were a unit of intuitive companionship within an extended family of a live-in grandmother and another grandmother and grandfather living just two houses away in a small, rural central New York town.  Barbara and I had the ability to confound not only the people in the wider community, but our parents as well.  The stories of our antics and twin ship shenanigans are legion in the family. 
I grew up in the town of Schuyler Lake, nine miles north of Cooperstown, population of about 150.  I was an integral part of the community of the Old Stone Universalist Church.  One of my grandmothers had been one of its founders and my mother was the Superintendent of the Sunday School while I was growing up, and my father was the President of the New York State Convention of Universalists so I was well immersed in the whole ethos of Universalism, locally and State-wide.  
In 1965 during the time my father was Moderator of the State Convention I remember the Annual Meeting of that Convention in Cortland, NY where Martin Luther King, jr. was the Keynote speaker.  I knew I was in the presence of someone very powerful and important and I have never forgotten the effect of being in his presence.

That religious community was a loving environment of nurture and family religion.   When friends would ask me what I believed or what my church was all about I could answer with assurance that I believed that God is love, Jesus is a teacher and a friend, people are inherently good, there is truth  I know  and more that I will know, service is required of me to live my faith, and that in the end all will be well.  I later learned that this was my version of the Universalist 1935 Bond of Union Washington Avowal of Faith.
When I was a little girl I believed in a God who loved me.  This God was a Universalist God and I thought that everyone else was also loved.  I didn't think much about salvation, being only eight or nine at the time, but I did think about being loved.  I firmly believed my parents were the ones who punished for transgressions, which I believed from personal experience.  I also knew they loved me and so it was easy to formulate a world view that fostered the incurable optimism I have never been able or willing really, to shake.    

I have been quite protective of this God and faith through the years although my concept of what this God might be has changed dramatically. The idea of being loved unconditionally in a world that thrives on greed, hatred, and rage is very appealing.  We all want to believe in something that will help us face and survive the harsh realities of life in an increasingly indifferent and hostile world.

 I learned to trust people, believe in that loving God, and in a brotherly Jesus.  I learned and experienced what it meant to live with honesty, and that I must honor all people because they were created for good by a God of love, and that I was responsible and capable of living an ethical and moral life.  This was rural Universalism and a loving family at work.  

My experiences as an adolescent and teenage camper at Unirondack deepened my friendships with other Unitarians and Universalists, and challenged my religious questioning and growth.  I know that these are crucial experiences, places, and people that have enabled me to trust the world, people, myself, and my faith enough to function meaningfully in a world that often seems frightening and alien.  

I have had so many mentors in my life that it is now risky to name some knowing I will forget many.  But early mentors for me were women like my Grandmother, Cora Arvilla Beadle Miller, my Sunday school teacher Lucy Wing, Lucille Smith, and Doris Trafton State Convention religious educators.  They were strong, fun, intelligent teachers, psychologists, religious educators, and friends of my parents.  Lucille was my Advisor as I studied in the Independent Study Program for the Ministry of Religious Education, the only Accredited DRE empowered by the Committee to advise a ministerial student.  Male mentors for me were men like my father, Ashley Walter Strong, the Reverend Howard B. Gilman, then Superintendent of the New York State Convention, high school principal and friend of my parents, George Purple, my Grandpa John, and Uncle Bert.

In later years I would definitely add my mother, Marie Elizabeth Strong, to that list of mentors, but I had to grow into that.  An adult addition of men would include Kinloch Nelson and the Reverend Mark Morrison-Reed.  There is the usual array of famous personages as well, with Eleanor Roosevelt serving as a mentor and model for me of how women can be in the world.
Experiences that have been clear turning points on my spiritual and religious journey have been quite varied.  In my teen years I distinctly remember one clear night at Camp Unirondack, sitting out on the roof of Sweet Lodge with several other campers.  As we looked out into the darkness of the night sky we were wondering what infinity was, and what 'nothing' really meant, and if there was any God in all that vastness of space.  We wondered if space went on forever or if it ended with a boundary somewhere, and if that were true, what was on the other side of the boundary?  Some of the ministers who were the counselors that week saw us up there and asked if they could join us.  We agreed and they climbed up.  What I remember about them the most is how they listened to our wondering and shared with us their wondering about those same questions.  They engaged us as spiritual guides for them just as we looked to them as spiritual guides to us.  This became a model of how I would strive to be a teacher and mentor throughout my ministry.  

Also during those years with my parents, being public school teachers, my sister and I tented across the country in the summers of 1955 and 1957.  Many of those experiences in nature are still imprinted in my memory for their majesty, wonder, and beauty, and, as you will see later, most likely had something to do with my current penchant for travel to wild and magnificent places with dear friends.
Another experience in those early years was exercising my belief in the equality and inherent dignity and worth of all people by asking a black classmate to the Sadie Hawkins Dance my sophomore year of high school.  It was a bold move and I remember wondering why my family was worried; hadn't they said he was my equal?  I have further learned as a parent the difficulty of children acting on the convictions we parents have taught them!

While I was in high school I began teaching in our Sunday school with children who were in about the fourth or fifth grades.  The first curriculum I taught was Beginnings of Earth and Sky and then Beginnings of Life and Death.  I remember that I tried very hard to teach just as my teacher Lucy Wing had done, with artistic creations of the stories, and talking about their ideas of creation.  Later when I was an adult and a teacher at the First Unitarian Church in Rochester, NY and again teaching the Beginnings curricula, the Island of Surtsey formed with a volcanic explosion in the ocean off the coast of Iceland.  The children and I followed its formation closely and wrote creation stories about how life on earth began based on what was happening on that island.  I have always been in awe at the depth of wonder and curiosity when children are given experiences with the majesty and magnitude of the world around them.  This past spring Tracey Robinson-Harris and I met Stephan Jonasson in Iceland and I learned more about Surtsey and what has happened to it over the past 40 years and how life is developing on this hard volcanic island.
During our high school years Barbara and I began to more fully understand the twin connection between us.  Aside from the antics of switching on our dates and confounding my father there was one day in Social Studies class when we were sitting on opposite sides of the room and the teacher asked a critical thinking type question, looked at me and said, “Barbara?” Since he was looking at me I just figured he had me confused with Barbara but wanted me to answer the question, so I began my answer.  Very soon I realized something was strange as the teacher had a very wide-eyed look on his face and was looking first at me and then at the other side of the room.  I then began to hear Barbara.  We were answering the question verbatim.  The whole class was quite spooked, and frankly, so were we.  We decided for many reasons that it was time for us to go to separate colleges and break out of being lumped together in an undifferentiated manner. So Barbara and I went to different schools and I began the painful journey to individuality.  Barbara was going steady with the man she married after college and has been married to for over 48 years so her journey took a different tack than mine did.  I took many years to complete that journey to individuality.  When I first got to Syracuse University people would ask such questions as, “How old are you and where do you live?” And I would answer, “We are 17 and we live in Schuyler Lake.”  One of my most fulfilling experiences has been the discovery and development of my self as an individual.  It has been the source of my ability to appreciate, honor, and emulate my mother.  It has also been the source of my ability to be connected to Barbara in ways that are as intuitive and close as ever but with the boundary of our individuality as an integral part of that relationship.
The saddest and most spiritually painful experiences I have known that have shaped my spiritual odyssey took place between March 1977 and December 1981.  My father died unexpectedly on March 30, 1977, the divorce from an alcoholic marriage became final in January 1978, my mother died in July 1978 after a long and painful struggle with ovarian cancer, and my children struggled with the pain of all this loss and dysfunction.  My children have worked hard to come through to the places of health and fulfillment where they are now.
What faith brought me through those very difficult years?  I do not think I even knew at the time, or even realized the depth of the faith I held that would sustain me.  In 1978, in the midst of all the personal trials I began my studies for the ministry of religious education after earning a Master's Degree in Elementary Education.  I was a single parent of four children, and working as a DRE in Rochester, NY three quarter time.  
I remember realizing that this kind of multi-tasking was not uncommon among religious educators at that time as so many of us experienced either divorce or strains on families left at home while we went to conferences, classes and workshops, and held down part time and sometimes full time work as religious educators.  This was also a time when the Accreditation Program was morphing into the Independent Study Program for the Ministry of Religious Education.  One day Midge Skwire and I looked at our Programs and realized that the Addenda to our original submission was at least 3 inches thicker due to all the additions to the requirements we faced.  Those of us in the program finally, in desperation asked, “How Much is Enough?”  And after all that, we were still second class citizens in the denomination and in our congregations and with our colleagues in the ministry.  It was a painful time and the camaraderie that formed among us was powerful and sustained us in our journeys.

Other places, people and communities that sustained me during those times were the community at the First Unitarian Church in Rochester, NY; the Liberal Religious Educators' Association – always remember that one; the Independent Study Program people; my brother and sister; my children; several neighbors; Kinloch Nelson, Mark Morrison-Reed Carol Taylor, Kitsy Winthrop, and Marty Griffith, and the GRUUMPS, (the Greater Rochester Unitarian Universalist Messianic Professional Staff who were the Revs. Donna and Mark Morrison-Reed, Dick Gilbert. Kitsy Winthrop, Dick Hood and me).  There were, and still are three books that became a central part of my sustaining support.  They are, "Many Winters," by Nancy Wood, the 1986 Meditation Manual "Quest," by Kathy Fuson Hurt, and "Seasons of the Self," by Max Coots.
It was during this time that I understood most clearly this passage from Max’s book


“Unless we move the seasons of the self,

and Spring can come for us, the

Winter will go on and on.

And Easter will remain a myth,

And life will never come again,

Despite the fact of Spring”

My Ordination into the ministry of religious education was a celebration that I shall never forget, not only for the joy of the occasion, but for the significance of it in my life.  I had finally finished the program of study and we had an all out celebration with the Ordination and Installation Service complete with butterflies and a Truffle laced with very intoxicating ingredients.  

I served the congregation in Rochester, NY for 5 years as their Minister of Religious Education before realizing that if I were to fully grow into the ministry I had spent so long preparing for I needed to “leave home” and accept a call to another congregation.  I then served May Memorial Unitarian Universalist Society in Syracuse, NY for 13 years.  While there I popped into the senior high classroom one Sunday morning and a teenage boy, draped over a chair, looked at me and asked, “So, why do I have to be here?”  I said,  “Because this is the only place you will learn about Unitarian Universalism.  This is the only place you will be in a room full of your peers where you can talk about who you are, why you are, what you fear, what you hope to become and how to live your life.  You will explore what you believe and how Unitarian Universalism can be a sustaining faith for you in your life.  You can go out into the world and be involved in wonderful organizations that do great things, but they will never connect that work to Unitarian Universalism.”  He said, “Oh, ok.”  It was the highlight of my time in Syracuse because he was there all through his senior year and returned as a young adult.  I learned from that experience that we religious educators need to be forthright about why we believe our work as Unitarian Universalist educators is so important to our children and youth.
But at the end of my 12th year I began to feel restless again.  It had become too easy to pull something out of the files rather than expend the energy to create something new and fresh: that was a staleness that I did not like or want in my ministry.  So I struck out for a different way to serve my faith.  I so became the Religious Education Program Consultant for the Mass Bay District for seven years and found that religious educators are always changing and in need of advocacy, development, support and challenge.  Working with over 50 religious educators opened my mind like no other experience I had known.  I thoroughly enjoyed my time with them in our monthly meetings, my visits to their congregations, and conversations over coffee.  There were some places in the Mass Bay District that I dreaded to go however.  I never got to the church in Marblehead without getting lost going out or coming home.  Some of our churches are so well hidden in the woods that I defy anyone to find them.  

Over the years many of you have been aware of my orthopedic challenges.  I have been asked what has kept me so upbeat, so able to come back stronger each time I have undergone surgery, and have a deepening faith as I move through these experiences.  On a physically visceral level I have known a terror that froze me into inaction and denial.  I was faced with two operations 3 weeks apart to fuse the spine from the front and then from the back from the fourth thoracic through the second lumbar vertebrae, implant 2 surgical steel rods and confine me in a cast from chin to hips for 5 months.  
I understand that it takes body, mind, and spirit to come through times of trauma and pain, and I am once again face-to-face with my faith in the transformative power of love; love from without and love from within, and with a sustaining hope that within that power I will come once again into wholeness and a sense that all is well.   I have hope and a faith in an amazing grace and a power that comes to me from those who send me prayers, hopes, thoughts, and wishes for renewed health and, without question, from that transformative power of love I name God in which I have put my faith.  I have come to understand that I approach my physical conditions as part of the wholeness that is me 

One of my primary spiritual resources is the 1986 UUA Meditation Manual, “Quest” by Kathy Fuson Hurt and this poem speaks with profound power to me as I try to voice what I experienced through the that time.
I am the seeker

Always moving, pressing out into the darkness


That lies within and without.

Turning corners with my breath held,

Prepared to be dazzled by the vision


That is almost there

But not yet.

Just beyond my grasp,

So close that it brushes across my yearning fingers


And then flies,

And my hand closes on emptiness

I step out again on the invisible path,

Still searching, unable to stop,


For once I did find it,


Tasted once, saw in a flash,


Heard it in the space between two 



Heartbeats –

I found, and now I seek forever.

Over the length of my personal journey the happiest events and times of my life have been the births of my four children: David Franklin Taylor, Shari Lynne Taylor Lascano, Kathleen Elizabeth Taylor Wallen, and the Rev. Douglas Ashley Taylor.  I loved being pregnant and I rejoiced in the natural birth of each one.  

The joy in the births of my 5 granddaughters and 4 grandsons has exceeded all of my expectations. I feel a powerful relationship and bonding with them.  They are indeed blood of my blood in the fullness of their humanness.  In 1995 my daughter Shari gave birth to her daughter, Hannah, with me assisting her and her husband Joe in the delivery, on my 55th birthday.  What a present!  There is something sacred in a mother assisting a daughter in the delivery of her children.

When my oldest son, David’s first child, Rowan Elizabeth Taylor, my first grandchild, was born I wrote this poem.  I have experienced the same wonder at the birth of each grandchild.  And I read this frequently in Child Dedication Services.
Hold a grandchild in the curve of your arms—

Behold the majesty of life in your soul –

Whence came this tiny, wise being to now encircle your soul in awe and humility?

Time comes round again in the familial, familiar features of this one of your one –

And the ancestors smile behind you.

Hold a grandchild in the curve of your arms, in the curve of your soul;

And know that life is sacred and holy, continuous and precious.

In the past eight years I have been to Alaska three times and they have served to remind me of the trips with my parents over 50 years ago and of the majesty of the natural world.  In 2001 Norma Veridan, Carol Taylor, Tracey Robinson-Harris and I went on a small boat cruise through the Southwest Passage of Alaska.  One night we were quietly called up on deck around 2:00 AM and told to be very quiet.  The boat was being circled by Humpback whales, there was a full moon, there were shooting stars, and the Aurora Borealis was dancing in the sky.  The awe and magnitude I felt that night as I stood in the presence of those huge curious whales blowing and diving around us, the aurora lights and stars moving in the sky over the ocean will forever remind me of the power and majesty of nature, and a power of the spirit that I can only stand before in humble appreciation and thanksgiving, but also with a deep understanding that I am a part of all that majesty.  There is something healing to the soul and worthy of worship up there that I drink in and absorb to the fullest.

Following 5 orthopedic surgeries in 3 years, in 2008 it became clear that I needed to slow down and move into a retirement phase of my ministry. So when my friend Tracey suggested we enter into a co-housing arrangement in Ashby, I thought about it for about a week and agreed that it would be something we could do.  Then I learned that the First Parish Church in Ashby was looking for a quarter time interim minister, so I threw my hat in the ring just for fun.  Lo and behold, they chose me to be with them.  I took interim minister training and I am in my second and last year as their interim minister.  What a change!!  There are anywhere from 12 to 20 in the congregation on a Sunday morning, there are four youth, three other children of various ages, and a Unitarian tradition that dates from 1767.  At the meeting with the Search Committee when they asked me to be their minister one of them observed that they probably were going to learn a lot about Universalism in the next two years.  I assured them that they would.

My work with the Unitarian Universalist colleagues in LREDA and the UUMA, congregations and districts has provided me with deep sources of strength and connection with fellow travelers.  My religious heritage and home sustain me as well now as they did during my childhood.  I believe that I am loveable and capable. I believe there is a force of being greater than I of which I am a part, and with which I co-create.  My journey continues and will be quite exciting and challenging in the last years remaining to me.  


One poem from the book “Many Winters” by Nancy Wood sums up my life so beautifully and is a perfect way to conclude this Odyssey


Reaching back from here


All that I remember of my life


Are the great round rocks and not


The unimportant stones.


I know that I experienced pain and yet


The scars have healed so that


I am like the tree covering itself


With new growth every year.


I know that I walked in sadness and yet


All that I remember now 


Is the soothing autumn light.


I know that there was much to make my life unhappy


If I had stopped to notice how


The world sings a broken song.


But I preferred to dwell within


A universe of fields and streams


Which echoed the wholeness of my song.

Our faith matters in this journey of life and we need to engage with it in each and every day.  I have come to understand the power that a tradition of a God of love has for me.  And I can appreciate knowing that "Faith, hope, love abide.  But the greatest of these is love.
So Be It, Blessed Be








How Can I Keep From Singing
I ask that you now join me in singing, Just as Long as I Have Breath that will be projected on a screen for you to follow.
The Rev. Dr. Elizabeth M. Strong is a Minister of Religious Education, and was ordained 26 years ago on October 9, 1983.  She served the First Unitarian Church in Rochester, NY, May Memorial Unitarian Universalist Society in Syracuse, NY as their Ministers of RE, and as the Religious Education Program Consultant for the Mass Bay District, and is in her final year as the quarter time interim parish minister in the First Parish Church of Ashby, MA.
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Childhood beliefs of the Reverend Doctor Elizabeth M. Strong

I believe that: 

God is love

Jesus is a teacher and a friend

People are inherently good

There is truth that I know and more that I will know

Service is required of me to live my faith

And in the end all will be well.  

This was my version of the Universalist 1935 Bond of Union

  also known as the Washington Avowal of Faith.
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