
Presbytery of St. Augustine  
New Minister Member Information 

John Helgeson - Interim Pastor - Perry 

Julie Jensen - Associate Pastor - First Fernandina 

Patricia McElroy - Baptist Health 

Robert Greer - Honorably Retired 

Jeff Beebe - Interim Pastor - Trinity 

Deb Henning - Stated Supply - First Crescent City 
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Rev. Debra Shevlin Henning 
Statement of Faith 

May 2017 

I believe that all of life belongs to God.  There is no part of human life of or 
creation that is not of urgent concern to God.  God has always been and continues to 
be involved in creation and history.  From my belief in God’s sovereignty come three 
convictions that govern my life.  First, that God takes better care of us than we are able 
to take of ourselves.  Second, there is no telling what God will do in my life, in the life of 
the church or in the world, but that God’s activity can be counted upon to be for the 
benefit of creation.  Third, I believe that it is God’s grace that has brought me safe this 
far, and it is God’s grace that will lead me home. 

I believe that Jesus Christ came into the world to rescue sinners, to redeem the 
least, the lost, the last and the powerless.  I believe that Jesus is God’s Word in human 
form.  In Christ we can see what God is like.  Jesus loved all kinds of people; he was 
compassionate and endlessly forgiving, committed to the truth and passionate about 
justice.  Jesus Identified with all persons, confronted them with who they were and who 
he was and called them to new life.  In his death, he completed his identification with 
humanity.  In his resurrection he offers new life to all humankind.  Christ continues to 
work in the world in this way.  Christ has called the church into existence for these same 
purposes, and calls us to live in the joyous reality of God’s grace and love. 

I believe that the Holy Spirit is God acting in the world today.  I believe that it is 
by the power of the Spirit that God speaks, transforms lives and communities and 
institutions.  The Spirit speaks and acts through a variety of ways; through the scripture, 
through people, through the events that happen to us, through creations, (through lions 
and tigers and golden retrievers) through art and music, through science, probably 
through our dreams, as well as in ways I cannot begin to imagine. 

I believe that the scriptures are our guide for faith and life.  By the power of the 
Spirit, these ancient documents speak God’s Word to us today.  They speak a Word of 
salvation, a Word of challenge, a Word of love, a Word or judgment, a Word of grace, 
a Word of reproach, a Word of Hope, a Word that tells us how to live for Jesus Christ; for 
others and for the world, a Word about how to live a life of trust in God’s providence.  I 
love the scriptures.  I am continually astounded by what I read, as well as how texts so 
familiar that we can recite them without thinking, can suddenly speak a new and 
transforming word. 

I believe the church is the body of Christ in the world.  I also believe it is a human 
institution, with wounds and flaws and scars.  I think our task is to view the life and 
actions of the church through the lense of the third chapter of the Book of Order.  It 
would be appropriate to ask “Does this action/statement/policy reflect that the church 
is a provisional demonstration of what God intends for humanity?  In my lifetime the 
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Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and its processors denominations have had moments 
when they have been God’s prophetic voice in the world.  There have been times 
when the church has lost its way; when it has focused on its own existence, rather than 
living for the world.  Clearly, our church is having some difficult times in these days. 
Nevertheless, it is still Christ’s church and Jesus Christ does not forsake those he has 
called to be his own. 

Finally, I believe in wonder.  Most of the time when I look at the world around me 
and my life and the lives of those I love and the lives of those around me, I marvel at 
what God has done and continues to do.  I cannot wait to see what God will do next. 
And I know that even in the worst of times, God is with us, and with me, and will finally 
redeem those times and all time. 
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Faith Journey 
Debra Shevlin Henning 

May 2017 

I am a child of the covenant.  My family’s life centered around the 
church.   I have been a Presbyterian all my life.  I do not remember a time when 
I was not a Christian.  I understood from a very young age that the singing of the 
hymns in church praised God and lifted me up.  I always knew that Jesus loves 
me, and that Jesus Christ is Lord. 

I had six surgeries before I was five years old to correct a club foot. In 
those days, what is now considered same day surgery kept people in the 
hospital for a week.  It was very frightening for a little girl, so I prayed constantly 
that God would take care of me.  My experience then, and since has been that 
God did indeed take care of me; that God takes better care of me that I am 
able to take of myself. 

My parents had a deep concern for social justice.  They took part in civil 
rights marches in the sixties.  In the seventies, their Bible study group created a 
drug counseling program in the small town where we lived, that was initially 
housed in the church.  The program has expanded since then into a faith based 
counseling center, working with kids and families. My three brothers and I have 
always known that we are expected to care about issues of justice. 

I went to College at the College of Wooster in Ohio, where I majored in 
music and speech.  During the summers I was a counselor at the Presbyterian 
Conference Center in Holmes, New York, working with kids from eight years old 
through high school.  It was there that the glimmerings of a call to ministry 
began to form, although I did not recognize it.  But I loved it.  I loved working 
with kids.  I loved the challenge of teaching how to apply what we believe to 
this concentrated experience of community. 

After I graduated, I went to graduate school to Georgetown to study 
language and linguistics.  I left after a semester.  It became clear that was not 
the direction for my life.  I moved back to Long Island with no clear idea of what 
I was going to do.  A job fell in to my life as a youth director in a Presbyterian 
Church on Long Island.  I loved it.  Shortly after that my father died suddenly of a 
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heart attack.  It was the worst thing that ever happened to me (although I do 
understand that it happened to him.)  It was my faith, and the people in the 
church that enabled me to get through that.  It was maybe the first time my 
beliefs in a gracious God were tested.  I found that everything I believed held 
me together, along with the loving care of church members I had known all my 
life. 

I began to think that I could be a minister and work with kids if I wouldn’t 
ever have to preach.  The idea of preaching was very scary.  Then I started 
thinking that I could probably learn to do that competently in order to do what I 
believed God was calling me to do. 

Princeton Theological Seminary was a hundred miles from my home.  So I 
drove down there one day, and met with the admissions director, who enabled 
me to articulate what I had not yet formulated.  I applied and was accepted 
and started seminary the following fall.  I knew one clergywoman who had 
struggled very hard to find a call.  My mother was instrumental in getting 
approval for her ordination.  There was not much support for women going into 
ministry in the late seventies, although we were the second wave of women.  I 
am extremely grateful for those early clergywomen, who were all brilliant and 
strong and determined.  I know very well that their struggles enabled me and 
my contemporaries to follow our calling.  We stand on the shoulders of giants.  In 
seminary, I developed a love for the scripture, and found that the Bible formed 
me and transformed me. 

My first call was to Russellville, Arkansas, as an associate pastor to work 
with kids.  I loved working with the youth groups and the adults and immersed 
myself in my work.  My responsibilities included preaching once a month.  To my 
surprise, it turned out that I was good at it.  I discovered that I was most alive in 
the whole process of studying, and reflecting on the passage of the day, and 
making the connections that would bring these ancient texts to life in the 
twentieth century.  I was invited to join a lectionary study group, and those men 
became mentors and colleagues and friends.  I am still grateful to them. 

After a short time as an associate in Maryville, Tennessee, I was called to 
be pastor of three rural churches in northeast Louisiana.  In those churches I 
found incredible faithful people who loved me and taught me more about how 
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to live a Christian life than I gave them about anything.  There I developed a 
rhythm for studying and writing and pastoral care.  I married someone who was 
very supportive of me.  I loved my life there.  There were difficulties- Louisiana 
was/is extremely racially segregated. I had to learn how to balance my 
northeastern liberal upbringing with the realities of racism in the rural south. 

My next call was to a midsize congregation in Little Rock.  Grace 
Presbyterian Church was organized in the early sixties and was very active in the 
issues of desegregating the Little Rock schools.  That church understood that its 
ministry was to the community as well as to its members.  After learning about 
and studying and experiencing the labyrinth, we built one.  I find that the 
walking meditation of the labyrinth is transformative. 

While I was in Little Rock, I got a divorce.  And again, the church got me 
through that very difficult time.   

I married my husband Steve a few years later.  Steve raised lions and 
tigers.  I have always loved animals, but from him and from the big cats I 
learned in a new way how all life matters to God.  It was an amazing 
experience. 

I was the pastor of the Ormond Beach Presbyterian Church for a couple 
of years.  After I left there, I have worked with Steve as a graphic designer.  We 
moved to Pierson and after a year or so going to the local Methodist church, I 
began attending First Church, Crescent City.  It is a small church.  Worship was 
very nourishing, however; the pastor was a good preacher.  I began to sing in 
the choir and playing the hand bell choir.  Occasionally, I filled the pulpit.  It was 
good to part of a congregation.  When I broke my hip, they were wonderful to 
me. 

When they invited me to work with them I was honored to accept.  I find 
that I am alive in a new way as I once again enter into the rhythm of church life, 
studying, preaching, praying with the people, and working with the life of the 
congregation.  I am very grateful that God has called me to serve there. 

I know that I am extremely blessed.  My family has always loved and 
supported me.  The church has nurtured me.  I received a privileged education. 
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I have served churches of faithful, loving people.  In the dark and painful times in 
my life, the Lord has held me together. 

I want to live a life of joy, of gratitude, of hearing and speaking the truth. I 
want to glorify and enjoy God. I want to enable people to recognize grace in 
their lives. I hope I manifest the fruits of the Spirit; love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. I find that my 
relationship to Jesus Christ is strengthened and that I am transformed by the 
study of the bible. 

I have been married for nineteen years to Steve Henning.  We have two 
Old English Sheepdogs, and a St. Bernard. I am the youngest of four kids and the 
only girl. I love the Lord, I love the church, I love my family and my friends.  I am 
committed to the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). 
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