Remembering Doug Adams





updated 10/16/07

Beloved PSR professor Doug Adams died on July 24, 2007. The following tributes were sent to PSR after Acting Dean Jeffrey Kuan sent word of Doug’s death to PSR alums. See video tributes at youtube.com (search: Professor Doug Adams).

From: Rev. Dr. John T. Norris ’70 & ’74

It was with great sadness that I read about Doug's passing. He was an extraordinary teacher and encourager of all that he met. I greatly enjoyed being his TA in his Humor in the Bible class during the spring of 2006. A useless historical PSR fact is that Doug and I are together in the picture gallery on the PSR walls two times. I think I am the only one to graduate with him twice!

From: Rev. Linda Prendergast

Although I knew from Jeffrey that Doug Adams passing was near, it is still with great shock and sadness that I now realize the loss we and the greater church suffers. Doug indeed brought freshness, creativity, and permission! to the planning and unfolding of worship. We all will miss him terribly, and I pray that PSR will ensure that the "teaching" (far too weak a work for what Doug did) of Worship and the Arts is carried with the wonder that Doug brought to it. I hold Doug's great extended family--which includes all of us--in my prayers, and give thanks for Doug's peace and wholeness with our Creator.

From: Claudia Genung ’87




Thank you for telling us. He was a wonderful teacher. I have fond memories of his classes at PSR and dance workshops. Glad we saw him in January during Earl Lectures at the alum banquet when Toshi was awarded one of the PSR "distinguished alum" awards. We chatted with Doug when we were getting our food and shared early memories. Here is a poem in Doug`s memory: 

When Great Trees Fall

by Maya Angelou

When great trees fall,

rocks on distant hills shudder,

lions hunker down in tall grasses,

and even elephants lumber after safety.

When great trees fall in forests,

small things recoil into silence,

their senses eroded beyond fear.

When great souls die,

the air around us becomes light, rare, sterile.

We breathe, briefly.

Our eyes, briefly, see with a hurtful clarity.

Our memory, suddenly sharpened, examines,

gnaws on kind words unsaid,

promised walks never taken.

Great people die

and our reality, bound to them, takes leave of us.

Our souls, dependent upon their nurture, now shrink, wizened.

Our minds, formed and informed by their radiance, fall away.

We are not so much maddened

as reduced to theunutterable ignorance of dark, cold caves.

And when great souls die,

after a period peace blooms,

slowly and always irregularly.

Spaces fill with a kind of soothing electric vibration.

Our senses, restored, never to be the same, whisper to us.

They existed. They existed.

We can be. Be and be better.

For they existed.

From: Toni Dunbar

Some weeks ago when I became aware of how gravely ill Prof. Adams was, I did try to convey my hopes and prayers—and my deep appreciation—to him in a short message. Still today I bless God, who does all things well, despite the huge hole in our collective heart. I pray peace upon the PSR community as well, and look eagerly for the new standard-bearer. What a fitting tribute and legacy it will be! 

From: Jane Morrison


I thank you so much for your personal note about Doug—hearing the news any other way would have been much more painful. I don't know if you remember me, but you, Doug and Carla de Sola were my thesis committee in 1998 for my Creation Story Theatre/Dance. I remember you very well, and appreciate this outreach.

I am so shocked and saddened I hardly have any words. I didn't know he even had cancer. Doug was perhaps the single most important influence in helping me to complete my master's program. I struggled with some personal issues, and he acted as advisor, mentor, counselor, and friend.

I feel strongly to create a piece of artwork in his memory for PSR. We had many talks about the power of art—its power to move, transform the world. I hope I can attend the memorial service- how wonderful it would be to dance! How blessed we were to know such a bright, joyful, loving soul as Doug—he was a gift.

From: Rev. Dr. Wallace Fukunaga
I had earlier expressed my deep sadness over the passing of Doug Adams to Bill McKinney in response to the e-mail he sent. Doug was truly a gifted and giving person who will be wonderfully remembered and greatly missed. I liked him very much.

From: Rev. Dr. David Spence


Thank you for the news of sadness of Doug's death this week. I have always been "infected" with Doug's wisdom—wet wild wonderful warm and wistful. Whenever I met him, and that was mostly in Berkeley, I was draw to his inner soul where hospitality and generosity abounded. He challenged me to look into places where he could see vitality in the depths of visual artistry, and more often than not, I was not able to comprehend much of anything he saw… at least not at the moment of his invitation. The descriptive words of his eulogy from others resonate with my own understanding of who he is, what he accomplished, where he provided leadership, why he told the stories he did, and most significantly, to whom he knew he belonged.

From: John Philip Garrity ’75 & Jean Thorstenson

Few or none of you may know that Doug taught in the U of MT Religious Studies Dept right after PSR PhD, and before going back to PSR as a faculty member for 30+ years. Just as few may know that while I was at PSR getting my MA in Religion Society and Ethics (1973-75), I worked at PSR Library (before the GTU Library was built) when Doug was there as a PhD student. I used to access the attic of the main academic hall at PSR thru an upper story closet and climb a ladder with Doug, to go into this castle like very high huge attic where he was searching thru very old (often 100+ yrs) books for his dissertation, "Humor in the American Pulpit." Since there is not near enough humor now in my estimation, and likely way less way back when, he had to look long and hard thru very dusty old books.

When Doug taught at U of MT that year, he preached a sermon at our local UCC on Zacchaeus, who climbed a tree to see Jesus, using only a stepladder and his expansive heart and mind to preach one of the best sermons I have ever heard up to then or since. That is the tip of the iceberg of a hugely creative life, in Jesus name. Good for him, better for us!

Doug was an absolutely wonderful human being from the great distance I knew him and followed his career. And someone whose vision of Christianity and Religion helped me stay within the institutional church and very active these 32 years later, despite all the lack of humor, and even peace and justice all too often.

From: Dawn Richards

Doug was one of my favorite professors at PSR. He helped me come to a new understanding of how to bring the sacred into everyday life.

From: Earl B. Curtis




It is indeed sad to learn of Doug Adams' battle with cancer and his passing. I loved his lectures and his enthusiasm. I loved the way he challenged conventional worship and I am grateful to have been one of his students. 

From: Linda Seger, ThD

Thank you so much for letting us know so soon after his death. How strange that he died on the one-year anniversary of my sister's death, and so soon after the death of his wife. The death of Doug, and 7 years before, the death of Wayne Rood, leaves a large hole in this whole field of Religion and the Arts, and yet what they contributed has sent ripples out to so many of us. We were so touched by these lives. I went to PSR with Doug in the early 1970's, and reconnected with him some years later, and always knew he was there doing such good work. I was surprised to see he was my age...Much too young!  

From: David Born


It is a sad day indeed. The stole Doug gave me at graduation is one of my favorites, and reminds me constantly of him. I do and will treasure it always.

From: Paul Harkness

So very sad to hear that Doug has died. Lana and I loved them both very much. I entered PSR in 1976, the same year Doug began his work. I took a couple of classes from him "New Forms of Worship"...."Preaching"...."Humor in the American Pulpit" and always enjoyed his style of teaching. We, like many others, had wine and cheese with him and Margo in their home. Doug was very supportive of a magazine that a few of us started in the early 80's dealing with spirituality. He was an advisor. When I would return to PSR over the years I would make a point to visit Doug and he was always interested in what I was doing and encouraged continued creative thinking and action.  When I think of PSR and my time in seminary, Doug's uniquely generous face appears in my mind and I always have a little smile. This will remain.

From: Thelma Johnson

I thank you for letting me know about Dr. Adams. I will never forget his wisdom, his love of art or his wit. It is because of him that I know how to perform communion.  Please give his family my love.  

From: Oonagh Ryan-King

Please extend my love and prayers to family and faculty and students who are mourning the loss of Doug Adams. I just read the news and am deeply saddened. Here in Panama seems (and IS) a long way away from a place I still consider the greatest "home" I've ever had, that of the GTU, and to not be within that community at a time like this makes it all the sadder. But, yes, there is SO much Doug Adams gave to the Church, students, professors, life, and art. We will open a luscious bottle of champagne tonight with dinner in his honor.

From: Rev. Alexandra Childs ’00

It's wonderful to hear from you.  I can not imagine PSR without Doug. I thank God for him, because my life would not be the same without having had him as my first mentor in the arts. I will offer to help in any way I can with his service.

From: Joan Peck ’99

I hope all will remember to plant a daffodil in Prof. Adam's memory. At least, that's how he asked our class to remember him based on the 'daffodil joke.' Our prayers and thoughts are with his friends, family, the PSR community.

From: Rev. Melody Wolder

Thank you for sending the e-mail to the alums. Earlier in the month at the MCC General Conference in Scottsdale, AZ, approximately 40 of us, including over a dozen PSR grads and current students, gathered for an after-hours prayer session for PSR graduate, Paul Fairley. Paul had been hospitalized for two weeks prior to conference and was re hospitalized the day he was scheduled to arrive in Scottsdale. Three days later he was diagnosed with lung cancer with brain metastasis. We also included prayers of peace and comfort for Doug Adams and prayers of healing for Michael Mendiola. Throughout the conference, Doug was in the forefront of my mind, particularly during the worship services. 

For the first time at a MCC General Conference, there was an official MCC Liturgical Dance Troupe. PSR grad, Joe McMurray, was the lead dancer. Phyllis Hunt created the sacred worship space; she used an AIDS Art Project that I had recently completed on the altars at the morning and evening HIV/AIDS worship services.  (I have attached pictures of the altars.)  In the background are four banners that she had originally made for the instillation service of our new moderator, Rev. Elder Nancy Wilson.

For some of the conference participants, it was the first time they had ever been exposed to liturgical dance and the use of non-traditional art work in creating sacred worship space. So many clergy and laity in MCC have been influenced by Doug’s love for art and religion. His legacy will live on in MCC for generations to come, as others are influenced through our integration of art and religion in our ministries. My prayers and thoughts are with the PSR community as you grieve the loss of one of PSR’s most beloved professors.  

From: Victoria Joyce ’01 

Thank you for keeping the alumni/ae informed about the passing of Doug Adams. I was saddened to hear of his death; he was a great teacher and also my faculty advisor during my four years at PSR. I hope to be at the memorial in October. If not, I will certainly be there in spirit.

From: Tarah Trueblood

This is indeed a great loss. The reason I went to PSR was because of the arts programs that Doug was primarily responsible for. Thank you for sending this message to me and including me in this time of mourning.

From: George Conklin






I know the members of College Heights UCC in San Mateo will be sorry to learn of Doug's death. He was our minister during the period between his MDiv studies and beginning his doctoral studies. We will of course remember his love of great wine, but another memory is a sermon on Jesus and Zaccheus the tax collector—preached from atop a tall ladder.

From: Wakoh Shannon Hickey




My class observed silence in Doug's honor the day he died. Long may he ring! 

From: Donna DeCamp
How sad to get your note via the Alum Office! What a dear man! In addition to you, I took as many courses as I could with Doug… to get the benefit of his passion for art in religion. What a loss for the staff at PSR, his former/current students and future students as well!

From: Jennifer Fargo Lathrop

I am so sorry to hear of Doug Adams passing. Although I never was fortunate enough to have a class from him, I was in the company of those who dearly loved him and were so grateful for his teaching and his presence. My prayers are with the PSR community.

From: Rev. Lee Williamson



Thanks for the notice about Doug Adams' death. Doug came to teach at PSR the year I entered seminary and I took a class with him that first quarter. Later I took another class with him. He often surprised us and was never dull. Too young to die ... dammit!

From: Rene B. Javellana 

Thank you for sending a notice on Prof. Doug Adams' passing away. I remember him with fondness as a great teacher and friend. He has contributed greatly to my own ministry. With gratitude, I will remember Doug, his family and those whose lives he transformed in my prayer and at the Eucharist on 31 July, the Feast of St. Ignatius Loyola.

From: Russell O. Parkman





Professor Adams cared deeply about his students. Yes he did, and he will be greatly missed. 

From: Jade M. Young
What shocking news to hear of Doug's passing! He was truly a brilliant, beautiful spirit and wonderful teacher so full of inspiration. I remember dearly his morning Worship and the Art class, which kept me awake and engaged when I would have preferred to sleep in.   He will be missed deeply by all. He made—I should say, his loving wife made—ministerial stoles for all of us when we graduated from his class. I still have mine tucked away in the drawer. I don't know if I can make the memorial service, but will be there in love and spirit.

From: Dawn Jeffers Ramstad
Just this week, Doug came to mind four times. I cannot make the memorial service, will there be a podcast?

From: David Hansen
Thank you for sharing this sad news, and please be sure to also let Bill know that I appreciated our very brief conversation at Synod at which time he told me of Doug's condition.

From: Leah Tolentino





Greetings from the Philippines. Thank you for informing us about the death of Doug, a wonderful teacher and human being. All the more would I cherish the memories and the experiences of having encountered this delightful person who is very passionate with Christianity and the arts. I am putting to good use what I have learned from Doug and other teachers at PSR, especially as I work with mostly young people from economically and politically challenged countries in Asia. With difficulty of expressing themselves in the English language for their theological, human, social, pastoral formation, we would endeavor to make use of dance, and other forms of non-verbal expressive language to let the students learn and grow for their intensive formation program.

Doug was a very affirming professor who had encouraged me in my artistic pursuits, especially as I was starting my studies at PSR. I am certainly grieving with you and the whole PSR Community with his demise. If possible kindly relay my condolences and thanksgiving for the gifts he shared to the PSR community.

From: Paul V. Snyder, MDiv '90

Over the years, I have fondly recalled Professor Doug Adams. He was the only professor - from my three degree programs - who ever visited me at home. He wanted to know what was this piece of art and what meaning did it have for me? Who was that in the photo on my desk? Where did I come from?  What were my hopes and dreams? How did they involve art? He was a person of positive energy, creativity, and challenging intellect.  I was always renewed in his presence. I still have the stole he gave me upon completing my program. He is sorely missed.

From: Dr. Jerry Dickey, DMin 1985
Here is my prayer to honor Doug Adams:

God of all things present, and all things eternal,

Doug Adams brought your Presence to our lives throughout the moments of his life and through each of the courses he taught. He taught us to laugh, to share, to create beauty and to love. He encouraged us to grow--to grow in faith, to grow in knowledge, to grow in hope, to grow in stature, to grow in our questions, and to grow in gifts and graces.

And while doing all this, he mirrored Jesus who called us to become children of God.

So dance you mourners, sing you whose melodies are off-key, strut you faint of heart, share visions you clowns and holy fools, and give thanks to God for each of our life's moments which to continue to reflect the presence of Doug Adams! 

Amen.


From: Rev. Robert Bradbury, Seattle, WA
On January 1, 1961, I was called to be a member of the staff of the Second Congregational Church at Rockford, Illinois. The professional staff was composed of the Senior Minister, Minister of Christian Education, Minister of Music, and I was to be the Minister of Pastoral Care. Shortly after my arrival I was assigned the youth ministry leadership. The youth met on Sunday evenings in the Women's Lounge. The Monday following the meeting I was informed by the Senior Minister's wife that we had left the room in a "deplorable condition."

I was taught in Seminary that two rooms should be held exclusive in the church: the Nursery and the Youth Ministry. So, on the following Sunday I announced to the group that we were going to tour the church building for our exclusive Youth Room. The group reacted negatively at first, especially the young women. But I was soon to realize that when Doug Adams sees an impossibility, it is a challenge to make it possible, and before the evening was over, the group was convinced.

The church came alive with the sound of youth and their projects to raise the money to convert the "catacombs" into three rooms: a chapel, a meeting room, a recreation room. The foreman--you guessed it--Doug Adams.

I had the unique privilege of counseling and being counseled by Doug during the two and one-half years I was in that church. We spent many hours examining our lives and the purpose of ministry. The maturity of Doug came from many experiences of highs and lows of relationships and in society.

Doug went off to Duke University, I went to an inner-city church in Chicago as Pastor. I discovered after two months that the church had a policy that prohibited the Boy Scouts from inviting African-American boys to join their troop, with the threat of canceling their charter. I informed the church that I could not be the "Activities Director" of their private club. They ultimately rescinded the policy and eventually the church was integrated and mad a full page in the Chicago Tribune portraying our "Peacemakers" group program.

This touched Doug very deeply, leading to his getting involved with voter registration in the South. At this time he contacted me with his struggle to become a minister or go into international law, as many of his professors encouraged him to follow. I asked one simple question, "Look at Doug Adams--is he meant to win cases or to win people to the joy-filled life God has chosen for them?" "Not a doubt," he replied, and away he danced.  You all know the course he chose.

I had one other privilege of performing the marriage of Doug and Margo.  I spent many Earl Lecture periods in their home. Doug and Margo hosted my sixty-fifth birthday at the St. Francis Hotel in San Francisco. And, of course, it was toasted with the best champagne--according to Doug.

Personal note: Whenever I get discouraged or depressed, I seem to hear a voice--"The Catacombs"--and the lights go on again. Thank you, Margo and Doug.

