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I was having trouble writing this, and that surprised me.  I’ve told this story in several 

different forms more than a few times.  But it didn’t want to flow this time.  And then it 

struck me.  I tell stories for my audience, and you can’t be here tonight.  And that makes 

me sad.  It’s a feeling that a lot of seem to share these days. So before I begin I want to 

say this: All of this will come to an end.  And we will be back together again.  The sun 

will shine, and the birds will sing.  And we will tell each other stories.  Hold that in your 

hearts, and know that Julian of Norwich was right.  “All will be well, and all will be well, 

and all manner of things will be well.” 

 

In the meantime, let’s get started... 

 

So where to begin this story? There’s a great Broadway musical that would suggest we 

should “...start at the very beginning, a very good place to start...”. Who am I to argue? 

 

My journey began March 9, 1958, one month to the day from my birth. I received my 

baptism in a font very much like this one. With me were my godparents, Janet and Nick 

Kloap, and my parents, Jack and Deborah Phillippi. What followed that day wasn’t 

particularly noteworthy for a while. We were pretty regular church goers. This was back 

in the day when I and my brothers wore clip on ties and smart little sports coats to 

church. We pinned our Sunday school pins to the collars and learned Bible stories from 

the flannelboards. Life was simple. You went to school, you went to church, and you did 

what your parents told you to do.  



 

The next phase of my faith life involved summer camp.  There I met the folks I jokingly 

call my “hippie priests”, even though none of them were.  Hippies, that is. What they 

were were people of faith comfortable with questions. In fact, they encouraged them. I 

met them at Chestnut Hill, the summer camp run by the then Episcopal Diocese of Erie, 

now the Diocese of Northwestern Pennsylvania. They took faith out of the “something-

that-the-adults-do-on-Sunday-while-I-sit-quietly” category and moved into the “this-has-

something-to-do-with-me” category. Faith became some that engaged me at both the 

intellectual and emotional level. It was something I could help lead, where the words 

weren’t just memorized but meaningful. I came home from camp fired up. 

 

Things didn’t go quite so well in my home congregation. For whatever reason, I never 

got the connection there to build on that start.  So I went about my Sunday morning 

business at church and waited till I could be with my soul friends again. 

 

And then the diocese sold the camp. That was a devastating loss, just before my senior 

year in high school. Life at college wasn’t any better, because the local Episcopal church, 

a church which sat right across the street from campus, two doors down from one dorm I 

lived in, had no outreach to the student body that I could find. I figured if the church 

didn’t need me, I didn’t need them. 

 

Time now for one of those storytelling techniques that annoy some people.  I promise 

you the information is vital to the rest of the story.  It’s a flash forward. A full fifty years 

after the beginning of my story, I take a small diversion. 

 

In this case, it’s called a sabbatical.  While I was serving as the Diocesan Youth 

Missioner for the Diocese of Western New York, I was granted a month’s sabbatical by 

my bishop, the Right Reverend Michael Garrison.  The goal was for me to take time to 



study, something, anything.  I landed on “Personal Piety in the Anglican Tradition in the 

21st Century”.  It was during that time that I discovered many things about my life in 

faith.  Most importantly, it crystallized how I understand it. 

 

I’d played with the idea that there was more to a life in faith than showing up to the right 

building on the right day in the right clothes to say the right words in the right order.  

That it was more than a set of rules.  That it wasn’t about trying to get to a destination. 

 

It’s about the journey itself.  It’s a faith journey.  We have words for that, words that I 

now cherish.  Pilgrimage and camino.  In the course of this study I discovered the other 

half of that revelation, the part I’d been missing.   

 

 If you’re familiar with Celtic Christian traditions, you may know the term 

“anamcharra”.  An anamcharra is a “soul friend”, someone to walk with a person as 

they journey in faith. This makes the pilgrimage both intimate and very human. The 

anamcharra is not there as a guide, or a leader, or a teacher, or even a mentor. They are a 

friend, someone you can turn to with questions, or help you through the hard parts of the 

journey. As I thought about tonight, I realized how much of my journey has been in the 

company of such friends, even before I understood their role in my life.  

 

My first “soul friends” had been my parents and godparents. Then the camp staff.  

Others followed, some for long parts of my walk, others for shorter times.  There was  

the Rev. Ralph Darling, former rector, beloved friend of my parents (in fact my father’s 

favorite priest), father of my best friend, was also my “summer dad” during several 

years when I worked at Chautauqua Institution. Tall, with red hair and the stereotypical 

fiery personality to go with it, he was smart and funny, and didn’t suffer fools. Even 

young ones. Among the many gifts I got from him was the introduction to the writings 

of Malcolm Boyd, an Episcopal priest who wrote a bestselling collection of prayers 



called “Are You Running With Me Jesus?” And a certain cocky teen-aged boy’s mind 

was well and truly blown. Boyd asked questions that I didn’t know I’d wanted answered, 

then answered them in ways I’d never considered. My relationship with God has never 

been the same, and that’s a good thing. Ralph was supposed to preside at Donna and my 

wedding, but he passed away in the months before.  

 

I settled into a quiet routine following college. A routine where the church held no place 

except for the odd visit to my parents and the congregation where I’d grown up. Donna 

and I were married there, but our lives didn’t touch the church, nor the church our lives. 

It wasn’t until Rion was preparing to come into our lives that I began to feel a hole. 

Working at my last radio station I’d gotten to know the local Episcopal priest, Father 

Richard Fenn. Short, smart and with a laugh like Popeye’s, Dick Fenn was the perfect 

person to invite me back. He discovered I was a “cradle Episcopalian”, made the 

invitation and then let it go. I’d see him every couple of weeks as the producer of a 

religious roundtable program we aired, and I was impressed by his intelligence, his 

sense of humor and the clear sense of faith that was as much a part of him as his pipe. 

He, along with two ladies who became special friends at St. Luke’s, Virginia Carr (now 

a priest) and Barbara Bumstead, led me “home”. And in that place they helped me grow 

in faith. 

 

I’ve had a lot of priests serve as my anamcharra over the years. I can’t forget the 

Reverends Eric and Susan Williams, who followed Fr. Fenn as rectors of St. Luke’s. 

Wonderful preachers, teachers, and friends. The inimitable Father John Paul Boyer, who 

once spent a summer week at camp helping his camp director (me) make my way 

through a biography of Martin Luther, and help me better understand Lutheran and 

Episcopal theology.  I worked with wonderful priests, deacons, bishops and lay people, 

all of whom shared large or small portions of my journey. They are literally too 

numerous to list here. But there are two other anamcharras that I have to mention before 



I bring this all to a close. 

 

First, is the lady that sits with me most Sundays right over here. Neither Donna nor I 

were especially “religious” when we met in college. But in our journey together, I get to 

watch an amazing lady be the kind of person I someday hope to be. I spend more time 

thinking about theology. She spends more time living it. Maybe if she keeps walking 

with me a while more, I’ll learn that too. 

 

Last, but not least, is an entire category of people. In my role as a youth minister, 

whether as a volunteer, or a diocesan, or congregational or provincial, part my role was 

to serve as anamcharra to them. And to that task I have applied myself as best I could. 

But it didn’t take long for me to realize that they have given me more than I could have 

dreamed of when I began this walk with young people thirty-plus years ago. Back when 

I was a camper, I asked the questions. Now I’m the one who is to have the answers. 

They have pushed me, inspired me, demanded of me, and helped me to a place that I 

never would have imagined. Best of all, they have tolerated and teased me, led and loved 

me despite all my shortcomings. Walking on their journeys, I have discovered that the 

role of the anamcharra is one that can be beneficial for everyone on the path. 

 

At the end, I realize that, at least for me, it is the journey that is the center of my faith. I 

am always on camino, forever the pilgrim. Along the way, it is my calling to befriend 

those whose paths join with mine, and to be befriended by them. Through them I have 

discovered the writings of Sister Joan Chittister, and the Rule of St. Benedict. I better 

appreciate the humanity of the disciples, and the simple power of Christ’s invitation to 

“Come”. On that journey I fell in love with the Book of Common Prayer and the Lorica 

of St. Fursa. I know so much more than I ever did before, and I know how little I truly 

know. 

 



That journey has brought me here, and that is a good thing. I began with a song lyric so 

let me end with one as well. In the words of the Grateful Dead, “What a long strange trip 

it’s been”.  

 

I can hardly wait to see what’s next. 

 

In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Ghost. Amen. 

 


