
 

Emerson and Ebenezer  

Opening Convocation 2009 

 Kent Ulery, President 
 

People were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch them; and the 

disciples spoke sternly to them. But when Jesus saw this, he was indignant and said to 

them, “Let the little children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these 

that the realm of God belongs. Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the realm of 

God as a little child will never enter it.” And he took them up in his arms, laid his 

hands on them, and blessed them.                                                              – Mark 10:13-16 

Then Samuel took a stone and set it up between Mizpah and Jeshanah, and named it 

Ebenezer; for he said, “Thus far the Lord has helped us.”                        – I Samuel 7:12 

 

To the students and faculty, alumni and staff, donors and friends of Bangor Theological Seminary, as we 

begin this 2009-2010 academic school year and our 195th year of providing theological education in 

northern New England, may God’s grace and peace be with you all. 

Our youngest son and daughter-in-law have been married-without-children for nine years. On Labor 

Day, Kristen went into labor. At twelve minutes before midnight, their first child and our fifth grandchild 

was born. Weight: 6 pounds. Length: 18 inches. A boy. Name: Emerson Andrew Ulery. Such a long name 

for such a small child! Mom, dad, baby, grandma, and grandpa are all doing fine, thank you. We look 

forward to our entire family, including the Georgia contingent, gathering in Chicago on the second 

Sunday in October for the baptism. And, yes, Meg and I have brought along a picture. 

For the Ulery’s the gift of a child is received as nothing less than a blessing from God, for which we are 

profoundly grateful. But at the same time, this new life brings with him not only an opportunity for us to 

experience great joy and to extend our circle of love, but also a moment for us to reflect deeply and 

renew commitments. 
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What will life be like for Emerson as he grows up? Will he be a happy child? Will he appreciate the 

advantages handed to him? Will he prosper in school? Will he make it through childhood relatively 

unscathed by bumps and bruises, broken limbs and broken hearts? 

Will he, like his English major mom, grow up to read Ralph Waldo Emerson and other literary giants? Or 

will he take more after his racing fan dad, cheering for the Emerson Fittipaldi’s of his generation? Or will 

he love walks in nature, like his grandmother Meg? Or will he enjoy rummaging through archaeological 

ruins, like his grandpa? 

Will he be nurtured in the values of the faith, learn to show compassion toward those in need, see what 

is unjust and take the unpopular stand? We believe so. 

Will he prove strong enough to withstand the peer pressure to take non-prescription drugs, binge drink 

at weekend parties, or engage in sex before he is mature enough to be responsible? We hope so. 

Will he, one day, be called into the military to stand in harm’s way? Oh, we pray not! But we know it is 

possible, given the kind of world in which he now has to grow up.  

On more than one occasion I have heard Paul Sherry, the fifth President of the United Church of Christ, 

say that the mission of the church is to create a world fit for all children. That sentiment gained wider 

recognition several years ago via UNICEF bumper stickers. But the world has yet to be transformed. 

Our Emerson was born in a fine teaching hospital, attended to by the best obstetricians, pediatricians, 

and nursing staff good health insurance makes possible. But a world in which one woman dies every 

single minute of each and every day from complications related to pregnancy and childbirth…a world in 

which 4 million newborns die within a month after being born…is not a world fit for all children. 

Both of Emerson’s parents enjoy secure well-paying jobs, so we feel certain that he will get all the 

immunizations, all the medications, all the doctor visits he will need. But a world in which 9.7 million 

children die before the age of five from preventable and curable diseases, half of them in sub-Saharan 

Africa, is not a world fit for all children. 

A world in which children are turned into suicidal bombers, and schools in the Gaza strip are targeted for 

retaliation, and two-thirds of the world’s children live in countries affected by armed conflict is not a 

world fit for all God’s children. 

A world in which 60 million women now in their early twenties were married as children, and a world in 

which half of the females in a United Nation’s survey of 57 countries responded that males are justified 

in beating their wives, is not a world fit for all God’s children. 

A world in which one child out of every six is a child laborer – in which children are working the 

diamonds mines of Kono, in which 200,000 West and Central African children are sold each year into 

slavery, in which 1 million Asian children are trafficked in the sex – certainly is not a world fit for all 

God’s children.  
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Closer to home, here in Maine, each year nearly 5000 cases of child abuse and neglect are 

substantiated. 9000 children are arrested. 10,000 teens are addicted to but are not receiving treatment 

for alcohol and drug addiction. 6 out of every 500 girls between the ages of 15 and 17 are giving birth. 

The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program and the Food Stamp program here in Maine 

provide support at only 43% of the federal poverty guideline. Approximately 10,000 families in Maine 

receive help through those programs each month. What must life be like for children living in poverty? 

Twenty years ago this year, the United Nations agreed on a Convention on the Rights of the Child. “All 

adults should do what is best for children,” the convention decreed…and then named, among others, 

these rights as being in the best interest of all children: 

 The right to live; 

 The right to live in a family; 

 The right to protection from violence; 

 The right to protection from exploitation;  

 The right to health and health services; 

 The right to an adequate standard of living; and 

 The right to an education. 

 

Emerson will grow up with all those rights recognized. But that simply is not the case for all of the 

world’s children. 

Well, why bring all this up at opening convocation? 

I do so because I believe theological education contributes to the possibility of bringing about sorely 

needed change in this world. Because I believe the children of this world need all of us associated with 

this seminary to prepare ourselves for leadership in addressing the forces that would deny children their 

rights. Because I believe children are both precious and vulnerable. Because I believe Jesus loves the 

little children, all the children of the world. And because I believe what we study in seminary to take 

back into the world is nothing less than the will and ways of God. 

The mission of Bangor Theological Seminary is clear. We are committed to equipping men and women 

for the work of Christian ministries. We are committed to serve as an intellectual center for the 

continuing sustenance and [the] transformation of the church and the world. We are committed to 

provide for the study of religion, not simply as another academic pursuit, but because it changes lives 

and impacts society. And we are committed to embodying a public ministry within the local 

communities of Northern New England. 

Our commitments are as clear and as the world’s needs are evident. Yet, in our humanness, it is easy to 

wonder, even with a theological education, given the enormity of the evils surrounding us, if there is 

anything we can do that will make any real difference. 
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The answer is “no.” There is nothing we can do…in and of ourselves.  But remember: with God, all things 

truly are possible. 

In my devotions the day after Emerson was born, I was reading the story of Samuel – that child born in 

their advanced age to the long married-without-children couple named Elkanah and Hannah. Samuel is 

the one who grew up ministering to Eli the priest. You remember: he is the one who, one night, heard 

the voice of God whispering his name:  “Samuel... Samuel…” 

Samuel is now grown. Like a good theological teacher, he instructs the people to put aside the gods of 

the world and concentrate instead on worshiping God alone. They all agree to do so. But then they look 

up and they see their enemies, the Philistines, surrounding them. Fear sets in. “Oh, what will we do?  

What will we do?” they cry out.  According to the story, at that moment the voice of God thundered so 

loudly that it set the Philistines fleeing in confusion. 

Samuel turns the moment into an object lesson. Between Mizpah and Jeshanah he sets up a stone to 

remind the people forever of what God did for them there. 

“Mizpah” means “watchtower.” It’s where people stand guard because they are afraid of what is out 

there. I couldn’t figure out the meaning of “Jeshanah,” so I set Professors Haddix and Ellis scurrying to 

their Hebrew texts. 

“Jeshanah” is associated with the Hebrew word for “crag.” There is a definite article attached to it, so it 

is “the crag.” It also is related to the word “tooth.” They couldn’t tell me if it was an “I”-tooth or a 

wisdom tooth, but it appears to refer to a ragged tooth-shaped rock. 

In my mind, the meaning of the names suggests that Samuel calls his class together somewhere 

between a lookout and a toothache -- somewhere between their fear and their pain. There he sets up a 

stone he calls “Ebenezer.” That Hebrew word means the “Stone of Help.” Then Samuel brings home the 

lesson’s main point. He says to his students: “Thus far, God has helped us.” 

If you learn nothing else at Bangor Theological Seminary, never forget that lesson. “Thus far, God has 

helped us.”  

I know, if you ask Mainers if they have lived here all their lives, they are likely to answer “Not yet.” It has 

only been 195 years but, thus far, God has helped this seminary accomplish its mission. Thus far, 

through all the years of our individual lives, God has helped us to get to this point. And there is no 

reason for us to doubt that as we continue living out our commitments in the church and in the world, 

the God through whom all things are possible will help us again…and again…and again. 

Thanks be to God! 

Amen.  


