Two Walking Sticks
By: Robert L. Withers


I have two walking sticks. I’ve yet to use either one, at least for walking, but I use them both for meditating. I look at them and meditate on lessons of the past and hopes for the future.


The first walking stick was presented to me at a June Sunday afternoon picnic in Becket, MA. Our Realtor friend, Beth Van Ness, was sponsoring the picnic for her friends, customers, prospects and neighbors at the picnic pavilion adjacent to the Town Hall. 


It was to be quite the event. The pavilion had recently been completed, along with a new playground, skate board area and baseball field. Beth’s picnic would be one of the first soirees held there. She hired a caterer from over in New York State who specialized in barbecue and there promised to be ample food, fun and fellowship.


For weeks Beth’s flyers announcing the event were seen throughout Becket. Every time I saw her she admonished me, “Pastor Bob, please ask everyone you see to come to my picnic. It’s for the whole town.”


Since Beth was a friend and a parishioner, I dutifully put the word out wherever I went. The post office, the general store, the sidewalk and the town dump were all venues in which I sought recruits for Beth’s picnic. I suppose I was much like the servant of the Master of the Feast in one of Jesus’ parables, going out into the highways and byways imploring people to attend the feast.


On the Sunday in question Beth attended the 9:00 AM service at First Congregational Church. During the announcements she once again reminded all, near and far, that the day of the anticipated picnic had arrived and that it was fervently hoped that all would attend. 


After the service, as I was preparing to drive to Becket Federated Church for the 11:00 AM service, Beth approached me saying, “Pastor, please don’t forget to invite all the people at the Federated Church to my picnic. Please let them all know that they’re welcome.”


“Of course,” I replied, “I’ll let them know.”


As I drove the six miles to Becket Federated I couldn’t help but think, “I hope Beth has a good turnout. She has hired a caterer, she’s done lots of publicity, this is her first big public venture, I sure don’t want her to be disappointed.”


As the Federated worship service got under way it was soon time for general announcements.


I enthusiastically said, “This is a reminder that everyone is invited to Beth’s picnic today. Bring your friends, your neighbors, it will start at 1:00. There’s no cost, free to all. Hope to see you there.” 

“There,” I thought, “hopefully they’ll come. I sure don’t want her to be disappointed.”

After church Vickie and I headed home to change clothes, pick up our lawn chairs, and head over to Beth’s first annual picnic. 

I so hoped she’d have a good crowd. She had such a good heart and this was such a neat thing she was doing, I didn’t want her to be disappointed.

After changing into shorts and comfortable shoes, and throwing our lawn chairs in the trunk, we drove down Route 8 to the Town Hall. As we crested the hill where the pavilion was I was relieved to see cars, lots of cars and lots of people.

There were Mike and Caryl Adams with their blue-green Mustang convertible pulled over on the grass, lawn chairs out, holding court with friends. There were Alice and Linda Levernoch from Becket Federated with Mary Saville. And over there were Paul and Pat Mitchell with others from First Congregational.

“Wow, this is great!” I thought. “What a great turnout and so many from both congregations are here too!”

As Vickie and I walked into the pavilion I greeted people right and left. I was so happy for Beth, what a turnout!

On the far side of the pavilion there was an array of food on a long line of tables. As I began my inspection of the afternoon’s culinary delicacies I approached a large cake with a photographic image imposed on it. Just as I was processing this image I heard an angelic chorus burst out with, “Surprise, happy birthday!”

I looked around…wondering whose birthday it was…and suddenly realized that…it was mine. It was my image on the cake. It was a surprise fiftieth birthday party for me.

For weeks I had been dutifully inviting people to my own surprise birthday party. Imploring my church folk to come to Beth’s picnic. Worrying that a good crowd might not attend. And all the time everyone knew but Pastor Bob. This was, it was said, the only time a small town ever kept a secret.

I received various and sundry gifts that afternoon. A bottle of wine, a toy NASCAR race car, and a Barnes and Noble gift certificate, to name but a few. And then, from Rich and Rita Furlong, I was presented with a blueberry walking stick.

Now blueberries are a way of life in Becket, as Becket as bears. In fact, bears and blueberries often go together, which is one very good reason to keep your eyes and ears open when picking blueberries. Many an aspiring human blueberry picker has faced stiff competition from a Becket bear. 

Tis a sport far exceeding drag racing for getting the old heart pounding. Nothing quite like a pleasant interlude in the blueberry patch, with blueberry harvesting pail hung about the neck in the serene outdoors, stroking blueberry after blueberry into the pail, counting the pints and quarts to be frozen 

Then there is a rustling in the next row of blueberries, a shaking of the bushes…funny…you don’t recall seeing anyone else in immediate proximity. Time to go. 

The difference between a seasoned Becket blueberry picker and a novice is that the seasoned picker will carefully retreat with pail and harvest intact, while a novice will likely lose the contents of the pail, and perhaps even the pail, in a hasty retreat. There are no doubt bears roaming the Berkshire Mountains with blueberry pails gathered from retreating novices fleeing in fright. Some may even be seen wearing the hats and caps of said novices. However, it is unlikely that any self-respecting bear would be interested in imbibing in a fledging blueberry picker when he could go for the blueberries, for after all, in the Berkshires there’s nothing quite like blueberries, whether you’re a bear or a human.

My blueberry walking stick also has special meaning because of Rich and Rita. They gave me something from the land, and they are people of the land, both descending from long time Becket families.

Vickie and I spent many a Sunday night in their home for Bible Study. It was in their home that we watched the Patriots win their first ever Super Bowl. It was also in their home that Rich and Rita threw a surprise fiftieth birthday party for Vickie.

While Rich was on the quiet side, whenever he spoke at Bible Study he had something to say that mattered. And while Rita and I didn’t always see eye-to-eye, we were able to work things out as we both grappled to understand each other and to do what we thought best for the church.

I will always have fond memories of Rich and Rita. The blueberry walking stick, above all, reminds me of them.

My second walking stick was given to me just a few weeks ago. It was just as much a surprise as my blueberry walking stick, but for a far different reason.

In the fall of 2002 Greg Summers, the adult Sunday School teacher at our Prince George, VA church, began teaching through the book of Exodus. It is now September 2004 and we are just finishing the journey that we embarked upon with Greg.

In February 2003, on a cold blustery wintry Sunday, Greg’s lesson centered on the plagues of Egypt. The central heating system had failed in our cavernous building and we were huddled in a seldom-used Sunday school room that had electric heat. We would remain in the room after Sunday School for our worship service since it was the only room in the entire building with heat.

This particular room had been carpeted by Red Madison from carpet remnants gathered from the four corners of the globe. It was an ideal room for young children with red, green, purple, gold, blue and brown carpet squares, all neatly woven together.. Since I freely admit to enjoying the room myself I suppose you can call me an older young child.

Our friends Pete and Martha McCarthy were visiting us from Massachusetts.

As Greg launched into the lesson he ushered us back to the land of Egypt of 1450 BC. He played the role of a television news broadcaster, assigning each of us parts to play in the unfolding battle between Moses and Pharaoh. He went around the room, interviewing Aaron, Miriam, various Egyptians and other Israelites. What did we think of Moses? Of Moses’ purported God? What should Pharaoh do? What did we intend to do should the plagues continue?

I could visualize Greg broadcasting in front of the pyramids or from one of the great treasure cities of ancient Egypt, a regular Edward R. Murrow on the front lines of confrontation between light and darkness.

As the hour progressed, Greg drew us deeper and deeper into the war of wills between Moses and the royal family that had adopted him.

Pete McCarthy, a born Irish ham if ever there was one, played a central role in the on going drama.

It was an hour of laughter, an hour of imaginative challenge, an hour of Greg Summers at his best, bringing out the best in others.

It was also the hour in which I first saw the staff, the staff of Moses which Greg brought with him as a prop. It was a finely polished staff of wood, with a hole drilled about an inch from the top, through which a leather band was looped to enable the walker to slip a hand through for grip.

Greg with the staff of Moses conducting television interviews in ancient Egypt in a children’s Sunday School room with multicolored carpet remnants for flooring. Greg and his staff would forever be associated in my memory with that morning.

As the months of 2003 progressed, so our journey in Exodus moved forward, but not as quickly as the months themselves, for Exodus only has forty chapters and it ultimately took us over two years to complete the journey. Greg Summers was what you might call thorough. 

In the summer of 2003 Greg led us on another journey concurrent with our adventure in Exodus, and this was a journey to establish a new church. As was the case with ancient Israel, we had to leave a place to arrive at a place. And as ancient Israel would not have made its journey without Moses, so it is fair to say that what is now New Venture Christian Fellowship would not have made its journey without Greg, the man with the staff of Moses.

Greg was God’s instrument to bring Vickie and me back to Virginia and without Greg we would not now be members of a wonderful family of believers that mean more to us with each passing week. 

My personal journal for July 9, 2004 reads in part, “At approximately 1:20 AM on July 8, Greg Summers, my friend and brother, went to be with Jesus. Blessed are those who die in the Lord. Born with a congenital heart defect, Greg lived into his 50’s, far exceeding his life expectancy. God used Greg to bring us back to Richmond. He was steadfast in Christ and experienced an unfolding vision of the church. He was the “heart” of our church…” 

A few weeks ago, our mid-week fellowship met at Greg and Gloria’s home. As it turned out there were only three of us there that night, Gloria, Mary Massey and me. In retrospect that was fitting, for another part of my July 9 entry reads, “He [Greg] and Mary Massey have been the pillars of the temple.”

I arrived before Mary, and as I waited in the living room for other arrivals, Gloria walked into the room with Greg’s staff and handed it to me.

“Would you like Greg’s staff?”

I was taken aback. Of course I’d cherish the staff of Moses, the staff of Greg. 

Mary soon arrived, and as we meditated on the Word of God that evening, we also recalled our Father’s grace, humor and wisdom through Gloria’s husband, and Mary’s and my dear friend, Greg Summers. 

And so now I have two walking sticks. The first stick was given at a surprise and happy birthday party, the second given as a result of a surprise and wrenching parting of a friend and brother. The legacy of the first stick is of challenging times and sweet memories in the Berkshire Mountains. The legacy of the second stick is one of remaining faithful to the shared vision God gave a people through a dear friend and of emulating his passion, faithfulness and commitment in the months and years ahead.

Two sticks upon which to walk out life, two sticks upon which to meditate.
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