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	Rosemarie Freeney Harding gave the following remarks during Goshen College’s Culture for Service’ award convocation Oct. 6, 2000, during “All Together Now” 2000 Alumni/Parents Weekend.


I come from a family for whom the tradition of service was not simply an ideal but an orientation, an orientation to life. This tradition was based in the kind of nonextraordinary, day-to-day caring for other people that is also at the heart of the Mennonite tradition. Perhaps that is why I felt so comfortable, so warmly embraced by the Goshen community when I arrived. Both for my family of birth and my college family, the idea of service was based in the experience of nurture, the circle of welcome, the practice of hospitality.

My great-grandmother, who was a slave, was also a healer. She was the kind of person many in her southwest Georgia community sought out for her wisdom, her caring and her wide-ranging expertise in traditional herbal medicine. She always shared what she knew, what she had and what she hoped with others. 

Her daughter, my grandmother, had a large boarding house where she welcomed, fed and cared for dozens of black men and women traveling through Leesburg and Macon, Ga., in the early 1900s when legal segregation meant that there was no other place for them to stay. This grandmother, Mama Liza, as we called her, was also a midwife, helping hundreds of babies - white and black - find their way safely into the world. 

My own mother, Ella Lee Harris Freeney, and her sisters were also participants in this tradition [as] nurses, teachers and community organizers. They took it with them when they migrated from Georgia to Chicago in the 1920s. These women, my mother and aunts, took care of extended kin and neighbors of all races and social standing with remarkable tenderness and strength. They made beautiful quilts, cooked delicious meals, tended the sick and dying, opened their doors to both friends and strangers and told joyful, sustaining stories to all who were near to hear. And they taught this way of being to me, my siblings, my cousins and my friends.

One of the most important lessons I learned from my family was the service of human presence. When I was a teenager, we lived near the Andersens, a Scandinavian family whose son suffered horribly from asthma. When his attacks came, sometimes in the wee hours of the morning, his mother would have to go out in search of strong medicine for him, and my mother regularly sent me to sit with brother Andersen during these frightening times. I don’t know if my presence was of any great help, but my mother understood that the point was mostly to just sit with him, to be company for him during his trials so that he would not feel alone. One of my fellow students here at Goshen and her family did the same thing for me; I spent enjoyable weekends playing games, eating popcorn and sharing stories. And of course, attending church. 

I had met this same spirit, of caring of deep human concerns among Mennonites even before coming to Goshen. Two of the college’s most dedicated graduates, Paul and Lois King, were in ministry at Bethel Mennonite Church in Chicago where members of my family were part of the congregation. Through the Kings I had many opportunities to see service in action. The way the Kings lived their lives reminded me so much of the compassion and commitment to human community in my own family’s tradition.

When I got to Goshen in the early ’50s, I met many other people who continued to extend my appreciation of the meaning of Culture for Service. Teachers like S.C. Yoder, John Wenger, Roy Umble, Guy Hershberger, John Fisher, Atlee Beechy, Dean Viola Good, Harold Bender and John Howard Yoder along with that treasure - I never had a class with her, but oh did she impress me - Mary Oyer. As one of the few African-American students at Goshen at the time, it meant a great deal to me to walk across campus and encounter Professor Yoder who would stride toward me, smiling and tipping his hat in a most gentlemanly manner before continuing on. This simple but gracious act went a long way toward making me feel welcome. These men and women were not only teaching the need for racial justice and reconciliation in their classes, but they were living that message in their lives - and I felt it every day.

Although I have been involved in a variety of social movements for peace and justice, for civil rights, for human rights, the model of activism and service that I have followed most closely has been that shown to me by my family of birth and my Goshen College family. This model is focused on care, compassion, presence, reconciliation and the healing power of beauty. Sometimes people simply call it hospitality. So I thank Goshen College and the selection committee for acknowledging this kind of activism, this kind of service, this kind of caring. In honoring me, Goshen is also acknowledging thousands of other women and men - Mennonite and non-Mennonite - who cook food for the sick, take care of grandchildren and the homeless, give troubled people a place to rest, love their families and make quilts as much to cover their children in beauty as to keep them warm. In honoring me, the college is truly honoring itself and its own best traditions of gratitude and love. 

Thank you.
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