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Toward Spiritual Maturity

F I WERE ASKED to pinpoint one of the many facets of John King’s
personality and interests that was most meaningful to me, it would be his
intense search for self-understanding and a corresponding desire to under-
stand others and help them in their growth toward maturity. It was this
compelling force that led him to participate in the Midwest Training Center
in Human Relations in which 1 joined him at Urbana in the summer of 1956.
Though we approached our coming experience with some skepticism,
and wondered as we drove together from Almont to Urbana whether we would
come face to face with a psychological, scientific materialism, and wondered
whether the “psychologists’” whom we encountered would have any concept of
what we called spiritual, we were both to leave with the firm conviction that
we had come face to face with a depth of sensitivity to the spiritual needs of
human beings which we had never encountered before and a corresponding
vital awareness of our own spiritual nature in relation to all that we call
physical.

The insight which in John had always been evident in his clarity of thought,
and his ability to penetrate to the heart of a problem, was enhanced and
intensified. But it was more than that. There was with it an ever growing
understanding of the process we call regeneration as he sought to engage the
conflict of our many temptations to rationalize and spiritualize the problems
of life with the real feelings and motives which we are too often afraid to face.

To John King, as he participated in any of the work in which the Church
has engaged in the area of “Human Relations”’, the Fryeburg Conference,
the Regional Training Institutes, the Minister’s Institutes, his work with the
Consultant in Church Expansion, his participation in the development of
“Project Link”, in fact in his work on any of our boards or committees, his
deepening insights were never the mere application of “technique or method”.
As he personally joined the forces of the battle of personal regeneration, he
was able to help those who worked with him see more clearly the real issues
with which our Church must deal. What might have been ideologies to some
of us, he helped keep alive as vital, dynamic ideas. '

As John King worked as a member of the faculty of the Theological School,
the deep responsibility of making the spiritual concepts of our faith to which
he was ‘devoted, a living vital thing for faculty and students alike was a con-
viction that gripped him heart and soul. Brought together in his work was
both the forthright, non-nonsense determination to help the student penetrate
superficiality or trite mouthing of familiar phrases with a compassion and
understanding of each student’s needs that was both startling in its insight
and loving in its approach.

“Human Relations” to John King was the means by which new insights
into the full meaning of the spiritual life could be gained by discovering in a
living framework the deep needs of all human beings for love, freedom, a
sense of belonging, the fulfillment of one’s deepest longings to be “in tune
with the Infinite”. The teachings of our Church anyg of the Seriptures which
we often take for granted, and too frequently repeat without careful examina-
tion as to their significance in our daily experience, John had the courage to
examine in depth, to question, even to challenge in his effort to find what they
meant in terms of our deepest human needs. Nothing less could satisfy him.

John’s search for the meaning of life, his face to face engagement in the
process of regeneration, gave him a righteous indignation toward anything
that smacked of superficial thinking or refused to make an effort to come to
grips with the very stuff of life. To him Human Relations was not a game to
be played, it was not a body of techniques and methods, it was not a tool to
escape from the task of living, it was not a substitute for Scripture or doctrine
or prayer, but one among many things that our Lord provides to help us
know ourselves and others in the lifelong struggle for spiritual maturity.

—DAVID P. JOHNSON
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JOHN KING DIED YESTERDAY

RUN AWAY from thinking of his death
As if it were my own that scares me;
But time and time again, coming round a corner in mly thought
I meet him, pacing flat-footed and stiffly almost-straight,
Flicking ashes into an ashtray in his hand.
He sees me and says “Hi.” I stop and talk.

(He was always great to test a quip on,

And good to share a disappointment with.

If sometimes I feared to bring a shiny hope

Or glowing new excitement in his reach

Until some polish was worn off or burnished tough enough
To stand a sudden shock of acid,

Still T came first to him with quick new hurts.

He’d learned to handle pain and bad news long ago,

But could not trust what glowed too bright too fast.

It was the hopes and fears down in our guts that we shared best,
And with the wisest cracks.)

Meeting so, I try to talk of things we've said before,

But I know we’ll get around to talking of the fact he’s gone.
I do not really feel he’s dead, but a piece of me has died.

For that, and for those I love who've lost him too,

I wish the tears would flow to ease the ache.

They don’t, but I can talk to him of this, and something else.

rhk
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An address on behalf of the graduating class and the
faculty of the New Church Theological School, at the
School’s graduation service, May 25, 1962, in Cambridge,
Massachuseits.

HE SIZE OF A MAN is the size of his spirit, and a
spirit grows by living. The more of life a man meets,
and the more fully and deeply within himself he deals
with it, the bigger man he is. A big man, when he moves
about forcefully, collides with his environment, and leaves
an impact. John King was a big man. I have collided
with him—occasionally head-on, more often at an
oblique angle that changed my direction. I do not know
many around here who have not collided with him.
The impact of this man is part of what I am in this
pulpit tonight. It is part of each of us who knew him.
1t is part of the class he taught. It is part of the faculty
he worked with. It is part of the method and program
and objectives of this school.
I am not sure I can say just what that impact is.
I know I cannot say for any of my fellow students, or
for anyone else on the faculty, unless I speak in the kind
of generalities that John called “piling up marshmal-
lows.” But perhaps if T do not try to speak for anyone
else—speak only personally—I may in a real sense speak
for all; for everyone who knew him feels his impact in
a personal way. This may be the only sense in which
we can ever speak for, or be relevant fo, anyone else.
John King taught me that.
When I first came to the School, I went through a
period of hero-worship. I had three heroes; John was
one of them. He seemed incredible in overcoming his
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handicap, inexhaustible in his knowledge, invincible in
argument. One of the first effects of his impact was
the dissolution of my heroes’ halos. Imaginary glows
never lasted long around John King. I lost my heroes
and gained three friends, John was one of them. As a
friend; I saw that he had not “overcome” his blindness,
but had learned to look squarely and steadily in the face
of an adversary he could neither overcome nor tolerate.
He shared this experience with me, and I am stronger
for it. His knowledge was not inexhaustible, but the
way he said, “I don’t know,” left an impact on me that
makes it easier for me to say that, than to bluff any
more. He was not invincible, but he shattered my trust
in the verbal logic of abstractions, and made me think
more from my experience and my feelings.

This realism, honesty, and wholeness of response is
part of his impact on me, and it can be seen, among
other places, in the new curriculum he helped develop
for the Theological School. But I am generalizing too
much. I can hear John ask me what I mean, and prompt
me to say that.

One thing I mean is that his impact is a present
reality in this School and this Conventon. The struggle
to which he was committed has been joined by others,
and will be fought from perspectives that he has helped
to establish. The kind of questions we let him ask,
because he asked them sharply, are forming now on
other tongues. My ministry, my study and teaching—
like the ministry and lives of others—has been percep-
tibly shaped by the impact of John King.

Blut I want to be clear about what I am saying. I do
not mean that my ministry will be guided by recollec-
tions or guesses of “what John would have wanted.”
John showed me a perspective on time. The future is
to aim for but not wait on; the past is to use but not
serve; the present is to take seriously and act in. This is
not easy, but it is not made easier by shifting the re-
sponsibility to the past or the future. If, in some future
crisis, I were to ask John King what to do, he would
tell me to make my own decision, take my own respon-
sibility.

It is with humility that I say that my future—and,
to the extent that I can affect it, the future of my school
and my church—has been significantly shaped by the
impact of a man. But it is with conviction born of that
impact, that I realize that from now on, that future is
my responsibility.

Once to every man and nation
Comes the moment to decide . . .
And that choice goes by forever.
New occasions teach new duties,
Time makes ancient good uncouth;
He must upward still, and onward,
Who would keep abreast of truth.
(Hymn 210, Book of Worship)

—ROBERT H. KIRVEN
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S A GROUP OF CHURCH LEADERS met to
talk about possible candidates for the presidency of
Convention, the consensus was that John King was one
of the best qualified men for the office. John was visibly
moved by this expression of confidence. He had been
in the ministry ten years and acceptance had not come
easily. “Perhaps he can teach,” said some, “but how
can a blind man be an active parish minister?”’

John became a parish minister in Urbana, Ohio, and
he taught at the Junior College. When the New-Church
Theological School was reorganized, he was asked to
return to New England and teach Homiletics and Serip-
ture Interpretation. He taught at the School till his
death, giving the major part of his attention to the
education of our theological students. He lectured,
tutored, supervised field work, led seminars, counselled
students, and worked with the faculty in developing a
new curriculum.

The walls of the Sparks mansion, home of the Theo-
logical School, could not contain the energies of John
King. His interests ranged far and wide throughout the
church. He was invited to lecture in Chicago, Phila-
delphia, Wilmington, Washington, and other cities. The
summer camps at Fryeburg and Almont asked him to
serve on their staffs. He was appointed to the Leader-
ship Education Committee of Convention and directed
an institute at Blairhaven in South Duxbury.

John's scholarship was recognized immediately. He
made a distinguished record at the Harvard Divinity
School, and in later years Harvard faculty members
would ask, “Are you making good use of John King?”
They recognized his potential and feared it would go
undeveloped in a lethargic church.

I shall always count it as one of the highlights of my
life that I was privileged to study with John at the
Harvard Divinity School. We attended classes together,
read by the hour, took exams together, and were con-
tinually relating our studies to the teachings of Sweden-
borg. John’s brilliant mind and broad outlook stimulated
and challenged me as nothing before had ever done.
New horizons opened for me, and I began to appreciate
the meaning and possibilities of growth.

John could be extremely critical, and we found it easy
to tear the church apart. But beneath the criticism was
an intense love of the church that constantly looked for
ways to build it anew. He was a keen student of history,
and we poured over the records of the past—Hindmarsh,
Clowes, the Worcesters, Giles, and Smyth. One man
stood out over the rest, Benjamin F. Barrett, and we
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We felt a kinship

adopted him as our patron saint.
with this liberal soul who fought to place Swedenborg
in the perspective of world-wide Christianity.

John would not be a part of a church that was fettered

by tradition. He could not devote his ministry to a
parroting of Swedenborg, or think of his mission as a
mere ‘“‘dissemination of the Writings”’. He was inspired
by Swedenborg’s breadth of vision, and particularly
his picture of the universal church. This concern for
the larger view of religion was eloquently expressed
in his lecture, “Binding up the Church”, which has
been printed in pamphlet form under the title, “Towards
One Church”. The basic teachings of the church are
expressed in this address clearly, concisely, and force-
fully, and in the perspective of the contribution we can
make to world-wide Christianity.

His interest in education extended beyond the Theo-
logical School. He served on the Commission on Reli-
gious Education for several years and took an active
part in the planning of a new three-year curriculum
based on the themes of the Lord, the Word, and the
Church. He spent hundreds of hours, including weeks of
vacation time, working out a philosophy of education
for the church, outlining a curriculum for senior high
school students, writing lesson materials, and editing
the ‘work of others. A short time before his death he
spent several days with me laboring over three lessons
on the theme of the Church: the Mission of the Church,
the Forward Look, and Our Place in Christianity. These
were subjects that concerned him deeply, and he con-
centrated all his resources upon them.

This was not the same man that went to Harvard,
taught at Urbana, and returned to the School. He had
been growing and struggling and maturing. He served
on the Executive Committee of the Council of Ministers
and took a leading part in mid-winter institutes of the
ministers. He represented our church in conferences
with leaders of the National Council of Churches and
met with Bible scholars from other seminaries.

He was regarded by brother ministers as one of the
leading scholars in the church and was urged to work for
a doctorate and to do more writing. The realization
grew within him, however, that people are more im-
portant than books. His attendance at a human relations
training laboratory at Urbana 1956 marked a turning
point in his ministry, or perhaps a leap forward. He
wanted to work more closely with people and help them
in their struggle for spiritual maturity. Should he leave
the Theological School and return to parish work? He
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served the Brockton Society on a part-time basis, but a
weekend ministry is frustrating in that one sees so much
to be done and cannot begin to do it. The Baltimore
Church called him to be their minister, and he was torn
between a desire to answer that call and to continue his
work at the School.

He stayed at the School, but expanded his Conven-
tion interests and pointed the way for the School to be
of greater service to the larger church. Working with
Owen Turley, he visited several of our churches and
aided them in self-study programs to define their mission
and plan their advance. In Bellevue, Washington, he
found a setting that showed great promise for the institu-
tion of a team ministry. He worked with brother min-
isters and laymen in setting forth Project Link, that is
now being presented as a creative proposal for growth
and vitalization of the church.

Although he held few elective offices, John wielded
tremendous influence in the church and especially in

the last few years. Church leaders have come to respect
his scholarship, sound judgment, common sense, broad
vision, unquestioned integrity, and deep devotion to
the church. His mind ranged over a wide field and he
‘was a student of history, literature, politics, music—
classical and jazz, and philosophy, as well as the Bible
and theology. His sense of humor relieved many tense
situations; many of us recall his parodies of Senator
McCarthy at the 1954 convention. Here was a big man
that made an impact on the lives of all of us. More than
one minister has stayed up all night talking with John
King, for he inspired confidence and helped men to
understand themselves and their mission.

John’s life was a commitment to struggle and he
invited the church to join him in that struggle. His last
sermon, printed in this issue, tells the inner story of his
life. May he continue to inspire and challenge us to give
ourselves ever more completely in the service of the
church he loved and served.

—ERNEST O. MARTIN

FEEL BRIGHT anger of a tiger's claw,
Deep pain of stabbing shafts from Ishmael's bow,

Plunging me down to crying bones again;
The flesh is gone, but not the true flesh stain.
I boil alone between two worlds of storms,
Crushing me in like ancient grinding stones;
Cold terror comes; and passes like a ghost;
Self chaos tries to slumber for a night.
While chaos sleeps, it scares me with my dreams,
But boiling ends ,leaving a void of loss.
Through this dull void my bones will find their flesh,
To give love form above the angry wash.

—JOHN C. KING

HEN I unburied struggling self that sleeps
Beneath the waters of the self that drowns,
I looked upon a pile of strong clean bones
That cried for flesh to give them living words.
I brought them up to find a flesh that speaks,
A flesh that sings while touching what it loves.
I found the strength that comes of God,
To touch my neighbors with one word of gold.
You took my heart and bound it with your hands,
And gave me back to freedom through new bonds.
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—JOHN C. KING
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