Baptist Festival Draws Over a Thousand to Local Park

In mid-August Baptists from New Hampshire and Vermont flock to Recreation Park to celebrate a decade of continuous growth and service.  A banner over the entrance proclaims "God’s Kingdom Is Amongst Us"   The people reflect the demographics of both states; in the diversity of God’s creation.


It looks like the site of a music festival, but it has the feel of a gigantic family reunion.  Meeting tents, presentation venues, playing fields and shaded "refreshment stands" cover the park.  Many tents are dedicated to conversation, encouragement, study, and prayer.  One tent provides a Bible day program for children while another provides comfortable chairs and couches for people needing to put their feet up.  All this radiates from a central gathering point used for singing, talks, and worship.  

The local police chief walks the grounds.  "These people are just so good to work with that I just wanted to hang out for a while.  I've never been with people who hold so many strong and differing perspectives but still love each other!  It gives me hope for the world.  They're really on to something."  


"What you see reflects the way we work together," observes Rev. Ruth Adams.   “Our paid staff coordinates and encourages us to pursue the vision God gives.
  We seek the mind of Christ together.  Our staff helps us carry the vision forward.  The vision comes from God and what we see God doing in our associations and churches.  We have task forces to address specific needs and opportunities.
  We have just the amount of central coordination necessary to help the missions of our local churches grow.  God has blessed us more than we could imagine!  


It wasn't always this way.  In 2007 we came through a wilderness of hurt and confusion.  We sought to re-examine our identity and where God was leading us.  We were coached to engage in our first Spiritual Strategic Journey.   That was the beginning of our prayer triads, involving members from different areas and walks of life in the region.
  One of the key goals is for people to develop stronger relationships through conversation and prayer; thus discerning the vision God has for us."
Finding a Vision

"Equipping Churches for Works of Service" emerged as a rallying cry from the first prayer triad experience.  The vision theme (from Ephesians 4:12) summarizes an overwhelming desire for Sugar and Snow Baptists
 to support each other in Christian service; in local churches, in communities, and in projects worldwide.  


Rev. Adams recalled the first Bible studies throughout the region focusing on the parables of Jesus and the kingdom of God and its effect on our lives. “We focus on God instead of some business model.  Our ministry flows from that continuing focus. 

Sugar and Snow Baptists are a praying people.  It started with the prayer triads and blossomed into a refreshing of the traditional spiritual disciplines.  

Corporate and listening prayer serves to help us evaluate our journey.
 In our Annual Triad Retreat we are able to discover needed shifts to our vision and practice in ministry.” 

Mentoring combines with prayer to fuel the renewal.  "If one church needs help with youth ministry and someone from another church has a lot of experience, we link them up.  If the moderator of a church is new to the job, we find an experienced moderator to come along side and help them.  An itinerant bookkeeping and stewardship assistant has helped many churches get their accounts in order."
 

"We hunger for ways to connect and bring us closer to Christ," Rev. Charles Wade said.  "We knew that we had very talented people in our local churches.  We help people discover spiritual gifts and other abilities to serve.  We needed to know who they were, what they could offer - and then learn how to connect them.    


The connecting started with a resource center.  Sugar and Snow ministers identify people and resources proven to help churches grow in health and balance.  Professionals and volunteers, people with appropriate gifts, books, curricula, conferences, and video resources are on a data base.  Our region staff members are more like coaches and talent scouts in the best sense of the word.”
 

We are a strong grass roots movement and Sugar and Snow Baptists empower individual Christians and churches.  Communication and trust are bedrock concerns.  Technologies provide communication between churches and individuals across geographical distances.”
 


"I used to drive two hours for a one hour meeting - and then drive home." explained John Cooper.  "With internet conferencing and webcams I can stay home and devote two hours of time to a meeting, even do some follow up work, and still have a lot of the day left.  I've gotten to know people with similar needs and interests who live hours away.  When festival time comes around I can't wait to see them. Prayer by webcam is a lot better than prayer over the phone," Cooper mused, "but it can't compare with being hand in hand and side by side."  

Sugar and Snow Baptists believe strongly in education and training.  “We identified people who are willing and capable teachers.  We offer basic Bible literacy as well as diverse course work for members for all educational levels. No single association or church can do all that.  But when you're talking New Hampshire and Vermont, the pool of talent is deep enough for people to not only discover their spiritual gifts, but to learn how to use them."


"We have more confidence in God to help us tackle difficult issues. We focus on Christ's way of speaking truth in love and try to develop skills to match our ideals. We’re not perfect, but we are growing to know and trust each other.  For example, in one of the smaller tents (which seats 30 people comfortably) you will see an "Action Group" in spirited discussion.  An expert on children in poverty proposes higher taxes to increase benefits.  Such mission and issue task forces are a regular part of regional life and we relish the dialogues that come with “festival time.”  

Other tents are devoted to "People in Spiritual Conversation."  People sit around tables and share their spiritual journeys.  A woman remembers.  "When someone came at me with a little booklet I used to say, 'O no! Not this!'  Then a friend at work and I were talking over coffee and the topic of religion came up.  The way she talked about Jesus in her life was natural!   Like it wasn't a line she was giving.  I could see God in her!  Now I'm sharing what I've experienced with Christ." 


In the shade of a pavilion stand twenty people grouped in twos and threes.  Some are in tears, mourning the loss of a loved one or "the way things used to be."  Some are praying.  Others listen intently without interrupting.  “We aren't always ready to play games and celebrate exuberantly.  We make a space for those who are hurting so they won't be left out.  Having a place for listening and prayer is indispensible."  

"The amount of energy that's seen at this festival is a reflection on what's going on in our local churches," said a Sugar and Snow pastor.  "It all depends on what spiritual gifts God provides in our churches.  There's no set pattern.  God moves us - really moves us - to these ministries.

For example, a church of forty persons has twelve members helping teach English to immigrants.  In one of our larger churches half of the members have served in mission projects overseas.  Sugar and Snow Baptist churches have helped start forty community suppers and thirty five shelters for the displaced in the past five years.  Six half-way houses for people leaving prison have been started.  One church has only sixteen members, but one of them is a gifted folk singer.  The church puts on a community supper and folk concert that raises a couple thousand dollars for Baptist medical work in Haiti. One 35 member church has two contractors.  They've built two Habitats for Humanity houses!  An interesting ministry has sprung up around sustainable farming.  Residents from youth and adult rehab facilities join us as part of their rehabilitation.  The whole project is supervised by organic farmers who teach and provide incentives."  

"When people see us so involved in the community and how we love each other, they want to know why.  That's when we introduce them to Jesus Christ."  Baptisms, the symbol of Christian conversion, have increased by four hundred percent region wide in the last decade.  "One church of 12 started evangelistic small groups and baptized 16 last year.  And most of those new believers are vitally involved in Christian service.  That same church is planting another church. One church was new twelve years ago.  Now there are three daughter churches. Overall, a third of Sugar and Snow Baptist churches did not exist ten years ago."


 A hundred teens, fifty college students, and at least a hundred people with gray hair sing contemporary Christian music and traditional hymns.  They engage in live teleconferencing with American Baptist missionaries overseas.  Dividing into groups, they discuss mission projects at home and abroad. “What I like about this is the way we really get to know each other. It's safe.  Your opinions are valued.  Your faith in Christ matters.” 


Janet Parker, an adult coordinator of "Young and Alive," works with youth in a city church.  "A lot of our churches are too small to have large youth groups so we come together at association and regional events.  We always discover things in common.  At one event a church shared an opportunity to restore an old church gym and run a Vacation Bible School. Ten of us from eight churches went to Boston that time.  Christ really united us.  We studied scripture, prayed, planned and worshiped as a team.  That's the Sugar and Snow Baptist way to unite in discipleship.”
        On the last night of the festival, everyone gathers for a communion service.  With God so close, people weep and sing in the presence of the Holy One.  It's like God's glory rests on the festival like a cloud upon a tent of meeting.  Those who were curious and had wandered into the festival know Jesus Christ for the first time.  “It's amazing, because people don't want to go home.  We want to sing, and laugh, and cry, because the Holy Spirit is the very breath that gives us life.  Jesus is so real; it's like the Lord is just standing there with the whole gathering.  We know we will never be the same, because God's kingdom has drawn so close." 
� Staffing fitted to vision


� Task forces for study of difficult issues and  possible conflict resolution


� Prayer triads developed build trust and ongoing vision.


� A new work may call for a new name.  Why “Sugar and Snow?”  From the indigenous Algonquins of our region came the wisdom to boil down the sap of the Maple.  “Sugar” is how traditional Yankees from VT and NH refer to what the rest of the country calls “syrup.”   The production of the “sugar” is a significant symbol for the ministry of our region.  A gallon of Maple Syrup is produced by putting 40 or so gallons of sap through extreme heat for some time.  


Snow is common to all parts of our region.  It is a sure sign of our ruggedness and individualism.  We are a region where people take what seems a trial and hardship to many and recreate in it.


Sugar and Snow.  Old Traditions, New Possibilities.  Difficulties and Treats.  How better to describe the Baptists of Vermont and New Hampshire


� A continuing strong emphasis on prayer


� Networking through such things as “Ken’s list” and databases utilized


� Region staff job descriptions develop to reflect these emphases.


� Region enables and encourages use of current technologies and ones to come (eg .Skype, Ken’s List, etc.)


� A center or centers would be established for consultations and classes





