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2019Brethren Workcamps     

So don’t lose a minute in building on what you’ve been given, complementing
your basic faith with good character, spiritual understanding, alert discipline,
passionate patience, reverent wonder, warm friendliness, and generous love,
each dimension fitting into and developing the others. —2 Peter 1:5-8 (The Message)

jr .  high Completed 6th – 8th grade

     1. June 9-13                  Rodney, Michigan 
     2. June 17-21               Harrisonburg, Virginia 
     3. June 26-30               South Bend, Indiana
     4. July 17-21                 Roanoke, Virginia
     5. July 21-25                 Petersburg, Pennsylvania
     6. July 21-25                 Harrisburg, Pennsylvania

sr. high Completed 9th grade – age 19

     7. June 8-14                  New Meadows, Idaho 
     8. June 16-22               Miami, Florida
     9. June 23-29               Lybrook, New Mexico
     10. July 7-13                 Knoxville, Tennessee
     11. July 14-20              Boston, Massachusetts 
     12. July 22-28              Waco, Texas
     13. July 28-August 3  Perryville, Arkansas
     14. July 29-August 4  Portland, Oregon
     15. August 4-10           BRF – Cañon City, Colorado
     16. August 5-11           Washington, D.C. 

young adul t Ages 18-35

     17. May 31-June 10   China
     18. June 10-13             Elgin, Illinois

we are able Ages 16-30
     19. June 10-13             Elgin, Illinois

Workcamp photos by Jeanne Davies, Emily Tyler and anonymous.

Church of the Brethren
Workcamps

cobworkcamps @cobworkcamps

Registration Opens: 
January 17, 2019 at 7 p.m. (central time)

www.brethren.org/workcamps
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The memory of a story

You might think it odd if Messenger magazine were called 
Angel, rather than Messenger. The word is the same in New 

Testament Greek, but somehow “angel” conjures up elaborate Renaissance 
art. Or sweet cherubs, even though there are no angel messengers in the 
Bible that sound remotely like chubby babies with wings. Why aren’t our 
Christmas angels more frightening?

“The Little Angel Who Didn’t Sing” sounds at first like the title of a made-
for-TV Christmas movie. But the story, by André 
Trocmé, doesn’t domesticate the heavenly host. No 
sentimentalist, Trocmé was pastor of a Protestant 
church in Le Chambon-sur-Lignon when France was 
occupied by Hitler’s troops. Many are familiar with the 
now legendary story of the people of that area who 
risked their lives to save nearly 5,000 refugees, about 
3,500 of them Jewish. 

None of the rescuers talked about their secret activ-
ities; it was too dangerous. They simply went about 
doing what they believed they should do, nurtured in 
their down-to-earth faith by their pastors. The courage 
to do what is right can be “sparked by the memory of a 

story,” according to the editors of Angels and Donkeys, a collection of Trocmé’s 
tales. Each year on Christmas Day, the children gathered in the church to hear 
one of his original stories—stories that conveyed wisdom about humility, gen-
erosity, nonviolent resistance, good and evil, and standing up for what is right.

In “The Little Angel,” the main character is jealous of the baby Jesus. In his 
front-row seat at the stable, he refuses to join in the joyous singing of the angel 
choir. But when the celebration is over and it’s time to return to heaven, he 
discovers that his wings have fallen off. Trapped on earth, he grows up clever 
and successful, but also cruel and corrupt. So wicked that, decades later, he 
ends up hanging on a cross beside two other men.

Suddenly, on the next cross he recognizes the child he saw in Bethlehem. 
He cries out, “Son of God, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” 
Jesus responds, “I am telling you, truly; today you will be with me in paradise.” 

Imagine that you are a child worshiping in a cold but festive church high in 
the mountains. Evil prowls around you, and you hear the wondrous story that 
God’s love is stronger than death. What courage will be sparked?

Messenger is the official publication of the Church of 
the Brethren. Member of the Associated Church Press. 
Biblical quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are 
from the New Revised Standard Version. Copyright  
© December 2018, Church of the Brethren.
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Never too old for a new challenge

Roanoke pastor leads efforts for change

Miriam Moore, a lifelong member of   
 Cedar Grove Church of the Brethren  
  (New Paris, Ohio), knows all about 

challenges. More than 40 years ago she lost a leg in a 
farming accident. Seven years ago she rebuilt her home 
after a lightning strike set it on fire. Now, at age 95, she 
was ready for another, more pleasant challenge. 
    Music had long been a part of her life, and she had often 
served as pianist or organist for the church until their shift 
to a more contemporary service changed their 
instrumental needs. She told her family this spring that 
she had a “longing” to play the organ and asked to go to 
the church to practice. Cedar Grove pastor Tony Price 
heard her practicing and asked her to play a hymn or two 
for her 95th birthday.  
    She began practicing a few times a week, trying out 
different songs and regaining her touch on the instrument. 
Finally, on Aug. 9, the opening hymn, the offertory, and 
the last hymn—“Be Strong in the Lord”—rang out with 
organ accompaniment to complement the ending of a 
sermon series on Ephesians.  

    “Miriam is an example of what strength in the Lord 
truly is,” Price said. “She is an example not only to her 
family but to all of us in the Cedar Grove family. I 
reference one of her favorite Psalms in the message: ‘God 
is our refuge and strength, always ready to help in times of 
trouble’ (Psalm 46:1). She has lived this verse! We were all 
blessed that she rose to the challenge, and she did an 
amazing job.” –Rosemary Tomb

Do you have district or congregational stories that might be of interest to Messenger? Short items with a photo are 
best. Send them to Messenger, c/o In touch, 1451 Dundee Ave., Elgin, IL  60120 or messenger@brethren.org.

InTouch

Dava Hensley, pastor of 
Roanoke (Va.) First Church of the 
Brethren, has taken a lead in 
bringing change to the 
congregation’s neighborhood in 
northwest Roanoke. Her efforts 
were highlighted recently in a 
report by local station WSLS-10. 
    The article notes that the 
Roanoke Police Department has 
received a heavy volume of calls in 
recent months for shootings and 
overdoses. A community solidarity 
walk was organized in response, 
drawing together church members, 
families, and police officers. 

    Hensley was described in the 
article as “the captain of this ship, 
pulling together the resources to 
make it happen.”The article said 
organizers were pleased with the 
turnout, and they are hoping to do 

more walks in the future. 
    “We want to be a presence in this 
community,” Hensley told the station, 
“to let this neighborhood know that 
we love them, we care for them, we’re 
interested in what’s going on here.”

Rosem
ary Tom

b

courtesy of  W
SLS 10 Roanoke
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Attend a service on any given Sunday at 
Sunnybrook Church of the Brethren (Bristol, 
Tenn.) and you are likely to see fewer than 50 

people in the pews. But those numbers can be a bit 
deceiving. Total church attendance, including those out-
side the physical church, is much higher.  
    On Oct. 7, Sunnybrook celebrated a milestone in its 
60-year history by debuting a television program called 
“Sunday at Sunnybrook.” The program airs on some 
broadcast television stations and is available on over 400 
cable systems across the United States via the YouToo 
America television network.  
    The weekly 30-minute program is an abbreviated ver-
sion of the church’s weekly worship service. In addition, 

the program is available via “over-the-top” platforms such 
as Roku and Apple TV. In all, “Sunday at Sunnybrook” is 
available in over 90 million homes.  
    “God has given us a big vision,” said Jamie Osborne, 
Sunnybrook’s senior pastor, “and positioned us to be able 
to do this at this time in our history.”

Sunnybrook sends its 
signal nationwide

4 Messenger December 2018
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Union Bridge gifts students  
with college scholarships

Union Bridge (Md.) Church of the 
Brethren each year awards scholarships to 
students who have graduated from local high 
schools or others with ties to the congregation 
in memory of former member Joanne 
Grossnickle.  
   This year’s scholarships were given to Kasey 
Carnes and Kiley Duncan, Bridgewater (Va.) 
College; Hannah Chavez, Messiah College 
(Mechanicsburg, Pa.); Matthew Hooker, Wake 
Forest University School of Law (Winston-
Salem, N.C.); Janelle Myer, who will attend 
McDaniel College (Westminster, Md.) after 
community college; and Anna Sepanic, 
Franciscan University (Steubenville, Ohio).  
    Marcia Leiter and Margie Legg presented 
the scholarships during the worship service 
Aug. 5. The congregation also celebrated the 
65th anniversary of its building dedication on 
Nov. 18. 

UBBC congregation  
endorses carbon tax 

University Baptist and Brethren Church (UBBC, 
State College, Pa.) has endorsed a resolution stating that a 
revenue-neutral carbon tax should be enacted by the US 

Congress.  
    “As Christians and people of faith, UBBC believes it has an impor-
tant role in caring for creation,” pastor Bonnie Kline Smeltzer said.  
    The concept would place a tax on carbon-producing energy to 

be collected by the Treasury Department at the source 
and distributed to US households in monthly divi-

dends. Stone Church of the Brethren 
(Huntingdon, Pa.) has also endorsed the idea. 

    “Putting a price on carbon encourages ener-
gy producers to speed the transition from fos-
sil fuels to clean renewable sources of ener-
gy,” said Sylvia Neely, group leader of the 
State College chapter of Citizens’ Climate 

Lobby and a member at UBBC. “It is an essen-
tial first step toward slowing global warming. 

And the ‘dividend’ part of the program protects 
citizens from bearing the costs of the transition.” 
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The advent of Advent calendars

TheExchange 
 

5

Historians estimate 
the season of Advent 
has been observed 
since the 4th century. 

The tradition of an 
Advent countdown 
dates back at least to 
the 19th century.

Early Advent traditions 
included drawing 
chalk lines, burning 
down a candle by 
segments, adding 
items to a tree, or 
“Christmas clocks.” 

An Austrian  
tradition of “heaven 
ladders” moved down 
one rung from heaven 
to earth each day. 

The first printed 
Advent calendar was 
created in Germany in 
the early 20th century. 
They eventually added 
little doors to open 
each day. 

Advent calendars 
became popular in 
the US by the 1940s. 

Production of 
Advent calendars in 
Germany stopped 
during World War II 
due to a cardboard 
shortage.

Advent calendars 
filled with chocolates 
were widely 
available by the 
1950s. 

Advent calendars 
don’t follow the 
Advent season (which 
begins four Sundays 
before Christmas), but 
typically on Dec. 1. 

British store Harrod’s 
sold a carved wooden 
Advent calendar for 
$50,000 in 2007. It was 
filled with organic 
chocolates and 
supported Belizean 
cocoa farmers. 

Many Advent calendars 
feature religious images, 
but other feature 
cartoon characters, 
animals, general 
Christmas scenes, toys, 
or even Star Wars. There 
are also online versions. 

Brethren Press  
this year published 
an Advent calendar-
style book, titled  
25 Days to Jesus. Advent comes from 

the Latin for “come 
toward” or “arrive.” 

Purple is the official 
church liturgical 
color for Advent.

Sources: Richard Sellmer Verlag Advent Calendars, Germany; Scott Allen, MentalFloss.com; Aleteia.org;  
My-AdventCalendar.com, MyCatholicBlog.com, Oxford Open Learning, BrethrenPress.com. 
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A congregation’s outreach to immigrants is not forgotten
Full circle at Friendship

As Willem Brans stood singing “Holy,  
 Holy, Holy” at Saint Thomas (Episcopal) Church  
   Fifth Avenue in New York earlier this year, a wave 

of memories crashed over him. He can’t hear the tune with-
out it causing him to choke up, he says.  
    That’s because 60 years earlier he sang the same hymn 
with his family in another church: Friendship Church of the 
Brethren in Linthicum, Md. Brans and his parents and two 
brothers had just arrived as refugees from the Netherlands, 
sponsored by the Friendship congregation. That first 
Sunday—June 1, 1958—they were facing a new life, singing a 
hymn in a language the three children didn’t know.   
    “I’ll never forget that first Sunday,” Brans says. “I was fas-
cinated by the spelling of these words in the hymn and 
translating in my mind. But mostly what I remember was 
the loving spirit of giving and inclusion that we felt. The 
Church of the Brethren instantly welcomed us into their 
community.” 
    The Brans family had arrived in New York by ship the 
previous day and took the train to Baltimore, where they 
were met by Lloyd Haag, pastor of Friendship at the time. 
Their home city of Rotterdam had been devastated during 
World War II, and the economic situation was challenging. 

They felt the United States offered the best opportunity, and 
with the help of the World Council of Churches they finally 
received approval after years of trying.  
    The family spent the first few weeks staying with a dea-
con from the congregation until Haag located an apartment 
for them. Church members donated a variety of furniture 
and household items.  
    The ever-resourceful Haag soon found a job for the father, 
Jan, sweeping up the mess under the printing presses at the 
Maryland Paper Cup Corporation. The mother, Elly, became 
a medical transcriptionist. They lived a simple life, but one 
with many blessings, Willem Brans says.  
    The family quickly became integrated into the Friendship 
congregation while the boys went to school and learned 
English at home. There were softball games and hot dogs, 
potlucks and Boy Scout meetings. Brans says he treasures 
many moments there, such as a Sunday when his father sang 
a solo part for a choir anthem and especially the Sunday he 
was baptized there at age 13.  
    “It made a lifelong impression on me, an amazing experi-
ence,” Brans says. “The Church of the Brethren was founda-
tional and formational for all of us in so many ways. And it was 
the center of our social life, as it often becomes for people.” 

by Walt Wiltschek
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    Nancy Hopkins, a long-time member of the congrega-
tion, was a child when the Brans family arrived, and she 
recalls them fondly.  
    “The boys were my age or a little younger, and they were 
just part of the Friendship family,” Hopkins says. “They 
took part in everything. Whatever the church had, they 
were a part of.” 
    Outreach has always been a hallmark of the congregation, 
she says. In addition to helping resettle immigrants, the 
church has worked with projects in Baltimore, shared space 
with a local black church, collected items for the homeless, 
supported Brethren Volunteer Service workers, partnered 
with a local elementary school, and more. She says Haag and 
Warren Eshbach, the pastor who followed him, were partic-
ularly instrumental in that outward-looking focus.  
    “We were a church that stepped out of the box and did 
things no other church in this area did,” Hopkins says. “It 
was just what we did. It was how the church worked.” 
    The Brans family eventually moved on. Jan Brans 
advanced in his work with Maryland Cup and was offered a 
position at a new plant in Texas in 1967, ultimately becoming 
the company’s chief purchasing officer.  
    Willem Brans enrolled at Southern Methodist University 
(SMU) and later graduated from the University of Texas 
with a degree in English and philosophy before completing a 
master’s in English at the University of Virginia. He returned 
to SMU to teach, then moved into arts administration, work-
ing with the Dallas Symphony and eventually receiving a job 
offer with an orchestra in New York, where he now lives—
bringing his US journey full-circle. His brothers live in 
Texas and Missouri. 
    Brans is “semi-retired” these days, doing work with a con-
sulting group as well as volunteering and having significant 
involvement at the Episcopal church where he now worships.   
    “Christianity is the center of my life today, and I think the 
Church of the Brethren experience really contributed to that 
greatly,” he says. “We continue to be very grateful, to be in this 
country and to have been settled so solidly by the church.” 

    With this year marking the 60th anniversary of their wel-
come to the United States, Brans and his brothers decided to 
express their gratitude in a concrete way, sending a gift of 
$1,000 to the Friendship congregation, suggesting that it be 
used “in the biblical spirt of welcoming the stranger, as the 
church did for us.”  
    Current pastor Tom Richard was surprised to find the 
message on the church answering machine one day. He 
called Brans back, and the conversations began.  
    “It’s an amazing story, really, especially given the context 
in which we live at this time,” Richard says. “We didn’t find 
out until 60 years later how big of an impact the church had 
by just doing what God wanted them to do. But it’s a huge 
impact—a whole family of ‘Yea!’ from God. Stories like this 
can help us to rekindle that belief that, you know what, we 
really are doing the work of Jesus. It may not have the 
instant gratification that everyone likes these days, but it’s 
about being the long-term body of Christ.”  
    Hopkins was also surprised to hear from the Brans family 
again after all these years. 
    “You don’t always realize how lives have been touched,” 
Hopkins says. “It thrilled me to think that somewhere on 
this journey of life we were able to touch a family, and for 
them to be so grateful is overwhelming. You do something 
because it’s what you’re supposed to do, and you don’t think 
they will remember, but when they do, it warms your heart.” 
    Respecting Brans’ wishes, the church decided to send half 
of the donation to GraceWay Church of the Brethren—a 
new, multicultural church plant of Mid-Atlantic District in 
nearby Dundalk—and dedicated the other half to fund 
Friendship’s new community garden.  
    And who knows what might come from those outreach 
efforts six decades from now.  
    “We don’t have to be getting our rewards right away,” 
Richard says. “If we’re faithful, things will continue to grow, 
maybe in ways we didn’t know about until someone comes 
back and says, ‘Hey, here’s what you did for my family, and 
we can’t say enough.’” 

A congregation’s outreach to immigrants is not forgotten

It may not have the Instant gratIfIcatIon that everyone lIkes these 

days, but It’s about beIng the long-term body of chrIst.



These prescient words, excerpted from the last chapter of Power 
and Polity Among the Brethren (Brethren Press, 1987), were 
written by S. Loren Bowman more than 30 years ago. The 
tumult he described then has not subsided, and his words can 
guide us again.

Bowman (1912-2011) was general secretary of the Church of 
the Brethren General Board from 1968 to 1977. Prior to that he 
was executive secretary of the Christian Education Commission 
for 10 years, following a series of eight pastorates and a term 
as chair of the General Brotherhood Board. 

The church faces a wilderness as the Brethren 
did in colonial America. Obviously the current wilder-
ness is not that of an unexplored land mass, but the 

confusion of a society in the throes of a profound transition. 
A number of contemporary writers describe the situation 

as a major turning point for society, with a degree of discon-
tinuity experienced only a few times in human history. The 
factors producing this transitional situation are numerous 
and complex, including forces that are ignored in normal 
church considerations. 

Disturbing changes are evident in economic, ecological, 
social, and medical areas throughout the world. At the same 
time, institutional structures, intellectual perspectives, glob-
al relationships, and basic life patterns are being challenged. 
This volatile, rapidly moving scene is part of the context of 
the church’s ministry which dare not be ignored.

The transitional nature of the times contributes to weak-
ened loyalty on the part of some members and leads others 
to withdraw from the church. The challenge to Brethren is 
obvious, if the institutional church is to survive. The mem-
bership will need to face the unfamiliar issues which are 
present in the fluid, multi-ethnic, urban-oriented communi-
ties. The challenges will be just as real to those experienced 
by our ancestors as they pressed westward to unexplored 
frontiers. It means finding a new home base in a modern 
wilderness. It means developing new skills to deal with 
communities with widely diverse views and practices.

Among other things, this transitional time calls for a life-
centered focus in the use of the Bible. Needed insights may 
be found by a fresh, sharp focus upon the message of the 
later Old Testament prophets. Their messages have received 
considerable attention across the years, but the emphasis 
has been too much upon “foretelling” and too little upon 
“forth-telling.” 

From my perspective, a study of the prophets—and the 
Scriptures in general—becomes most productive when 
done from a down-to-earth approach. The prophets spoke 
out of the conditions of their times, and called for specific 
responses to those situations. Their central purpose was to 
remind Israel of God’s required values of justice, 
righteousness, and mercy.

The prophets were not voiceless persons transmitting 
words from on high for future ages: their messages arose out 
of the situations of their day as they pondered them in the 

adventureA spirit of  

by S. Loren Bowman
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context of a conviction that God’s unconditional love repre-
sented the redeeming grace that could heal the nation’s bro-
kenness—human to human, as well as divine to human.

It is from this kind of perspective—this present-tense 
reality—that the message of the prophets offers the most 
help for today’s wilderness. We are invited—indeed, urged—
through research, reflection, imagination, and intuition to 
ponder the meaning of God’s unconditional love for all peo-
ple and planet in today’s complex, broken, technological age. 
It means pondering questions such as: 

What is the word of God to us as current developments 
draw the world into a tighter and tighter global village? 

What is the church’s prophetic word as foolish rivalries 
and widespread injustice bring suffering to many people and 
threaten the economic and social fabric of the world? 

What is the prophet’s word to nations that insist upon 
their sovereignty, and upon placing their individual gain 
above the welfare of the people of all lands? 

What is the prophetic word regarding terrorism, civil 
war, and nuclear war? 

And, above all, is the church—or prophetic voices in the 
church—prepared to wrestle with God’s word to find direc-
tions out of the perspective of one human family in one 
interdependent world? 

Such a use of the Scriptures would bring hope to the 
world and glory to God.

A wilderness period—a time of profound change—is a 
tough time. Hard questions need to be asked, and serious 

inquiry needs to revolve around that ancient query: “What 
does the Lord require of us? What is the word of the Lord in 
these days?”

A readiness for adventure tops the list of needed require-
ments for people facing new experiences. Bold programs 
and ministries should be undertaken—the details to emerge 
on the road as the church responds to God’s unconditional 
love in the particular situations of this age. 

How the Brethren move into the future will be determined 
more by the quality of their faith, and the degree of their love, 
hope, and mercy than by the type of their organization or 
refinement of their operational procedures. Audacity, an 
essential quality in the wilderness, requires avenues of 
expression. But it is the venturesome spirit that finds the ave-
nues and shapes the form which the spirit takes.

Audacity, faith, and love flow together as a propelling life-
force. With faith in the steadfast love of God, in the worth of 
persons, and in the availability of resources for a fuller life 
and a renewed planet, hope becomes a dominant mood that 
can shape the future. Normally, life moves in the direction of 
one’s deepest aspirations.

So, into the future we go! It is a personal and an institu-
tional venture. How the Brethren go will depend upon the 
quality of their faith, the depth of their love, the level of 
their hope, and the audacity with which they confront God, 
life, and neighbors. 

S. Loren Bowman was general secretary of the Church of the Brethren General 
Board from 1968 to 1977.

adventure
A prophetic word

“Let justice roll down like waters, and 
righteousness like an ever-flowing spring” 
(Amos 5:24).

“He has told you, O mortal,what is 
good; and what does the Lord require of 
you but to do justice, and to love  
kindness, and to walk humbly with your 
God” (Micah 6:8).

“He shall judge between many peo-
ples, and shall arbitrate between strong 
nations far away; they shall beat their 
swords into plowshares, and their spears 
into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift 
up sword against nation, neither shall 
they learn war any more” (Micah 4:3-4).

“If you remove the yoke from among 
you, the pointing of the finger, the 
speaking of evil, if you offer your food to 
the hungry and satisfy the needs of the 
afflicted, then your light shall rise in the 
darkness and your gloom be like the 
noonday” (Isaiah 58:9b-10).
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What I wish my preacher knew

Having preached nearly 
every week for over 30 years 
now, I have heard the phrase 

thousands of times: “Nice sermon.” 
To be honest, I’m still trying to 

decide how I feel about it. Some people 
say it with great sincerity, while others 
say it almost as a reflex. Some signal 
with their facial expression and body 
language that a particular sermon has 
really encouraged them or made them 
think. Others say the words, but their 
eyes or tone of voice tell another story.

Of course, immediate feedback is not 
the most appropriate measure of the 
value of preaching. If the purpose of all 
worship—including preaching—is to 
build up the body of Christ (as Paul 
states quite plainly in 1 Corinthians 14), 
then the real test of whether or not 
preaching is any good is in how much 
congregations and the individuals in 
them come over time to embody the 
grace and values of Jesus. Still, preach-
ing won’t be very edifying if the people 
tune out. This makes understanding 
preaching from the congregation’s point 
of view extremely important.

The problem is that people are rarely 
going to tell you the truth about your 
preaching, even if you ask them to. Even 
if it were easier to get people to be hon-
est about our preaching, it would remain 
quite difficult for most of us preachers to 
make ourselves that vulnerable. 

Since direct feedback is so hard to get 
and so hard to take, perhaps some more 
general sense of what people need and 
want from preaching can be helpful. 
Based on my experience and careful lis-
tening to a great deal of “indirect feed-
back” through the years, here are seven 
thoughts that are often going through 
the minds of those in the pew when we 
who preach step up to the pulpit.

1Don’t waste my time. 
The speeches of one 20th century 

politician were described as “thousands 
of words wandering around an empty 
plain in search of an idea.” The same 
could be said of more than a few ser-
mons. “Appropriate” sermon length is 
largely a matter of tradition but, wheth-
er short or long, sermons shouldn’t 
meander or go off on tangents. Use your 
preparation time to come up with a 
clear idea you want to communicate and 
then say only what needs to be said to 
get that idea across. Create clear and 
meaningful transitions. Start and end 
strong. Make every minute count.

2 Don’t show off how smart 
(or holy) you are.

Preach to edify, not to impress. You 
don’t have to keep reminding me you 
can read Greek and Hebrew, or that you 
like to study Barth’s Dogmatics in your 
spare time. And while you are at it, go 

easy on the illustrations that cast you in 
the role of “hero” or “saint.” Name 
dropping is a big no-no, too.

3I’m not stupid, so don’t talk 
down to me.

I’m not here for simple answers and a 
pat on the head. Don’t be afraid to chal-
lenge me or to admit that serious think-
ers can have sincere disagreements 
about the meaning of texts or the prop-
er interpretation of doctrines. A sermon 
shouldn’t resemble a seminary lecture, 
but it shouldn’t sound like a children’s 
story, either.

4 Make me feel something.
I’m not just here for some ideas to 

consider. I am here to be motivated, 
comforted, and inspired. Don’t manipu-
late my emotions, but at the same time 
don’t ignore them. I want to weep with 
those who weep and rejoice with those 
who rejoice, just like the good book 
says. I want to feel the same kind of 
compassion Jesus felt when he looked 
out at the crowds, or at Zacchaeus in 
the tree. And I want the things that 
break God’s heart to break mine, too.

5Spare me the self-help 
mumbo-jumbo.

There are plenty of perfectly good self-
help and motivational speakers out there, 
and if I wanted advice or a pep talk, I 



would seek them out. I come to church 
for other reasons. I want to understand 
God’s perspective on things. I want to 
experience God’s love and hear God’s call 
to use my gifts in service to God and oth-
ers. I already spend too much time think-
ing about how I can be happier, healthi-
er, wealthier, and more popular. I come 
to church to be reminded that it really 
isn’t all about me after all.

6Be real. Don’t try to 
entertain me.

Nothing is a bigger turn-off in a preach-
er than phoniness, and the phoniest 
preachers of all are those who start to 
think of themselves as entertainers. 
Sure, it feels good when people laugh at 
your jokes, but try to not tell a joke 
unless it is somehow related to your 
serious points. Be just as cautious about 
stories that you know can bring people 
to tears; use them sparingly. If people 
begin to sense that you are “perform-
ing” rather than preaching, they are 
going to judge you on that basis. You 
don’t want that. Unless you are the sec-
ond coming of Meryl Streep, the 
reviews may be brutal.

7What does this have to do 
with my life?

The sermon may be well-crafted, rea-
sonable, touching, and sincere, but if it 
doesn’t connect with my life, my strug-
gles, and my effort to follow Jesus in 
everyday life, what good is it? What am 
I supposed to think, feel, or do differ-
ently in light of the lessons found in 
scripture? As you craft your sermon, 
imagine me saying, “So what? Why 
should I care? What difference does it 
make?” If you can’t answer those ques-
tions, get back to work. The sermon 
isn’t ready yet.

Parishioners don’t expect every ser-
mon to be perfect. They understand and 
accept that there may even be a “clunk-
er” now and then. But they rightfully 

expect preachers to be committed 
enough to our craft to keep working at 
it. No matter how long we have been 
preaching, there is always room for 
growth and improvement. Taking a 

workshop or reading books on preach-
ing can help, but so can listening to the 
folks who listen to us. 

James Benedict is a retired Church of the Brethren 
minister living in New Windsor, Md.
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What I wish my preacher knew Ministry Summer Service
challenges Church of the Brethren college students
and congregations/ministry sites to consider God’s 
call on their lives. 
Interns: attend a one week orientation in Illinois before serving 
for 9 weeks somewhere in the United States; receive a $2,500
scholarship, as well as food, housing, a small monthly stipend, 
and transportation for the summer.

Ministry sites: Send a pastor/mentor to three days of orientation;
create an atmosphere for learning, reflection and discernment 
for the intern; provide food and housing, transportation on the 
job and a small monthly stipend.

Mentors: Join your intern for three days of orientation; spend at 
least one hour each week offering intentional supervision and
mentoring; help to plan and prepare good, engaging work for 
the intern to invest in during their nine weeks.

Apply online between now and January 4, 2019!
www.brethren.org/mss
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by Nancy Sollenberger Heishman

It’s a wonderful thing to enjoy favor. It is an 
especially beautiful concept when it is showered upon 
someone in a way that does not diminish others. 
Favor, of course, can have a sense of partiality. But that’s 

not God’s kind of favor—except of course in the case of the 
poor and marginalized.

When Mary is visited by an angel (Luke 1:26-38), the favor 
God showed did not diminish anyone else. In fact, not only 
did God show favor in a beautiful way, but favor is the crucial 
contrast to fear. In the birth narratives in Luke and Matthew, 
fear and favor are polar opposites.

These are words that we normally don’t think of together, 
but here they are—fear and favor. Certainly the theme of fear 
runs all through the birth narratives, causing angels to keep 
saying, “Don’t be afraid.” Zechariah is terrified at the sight of 
an angel right there in the middle of his priestly duties. His 
fear makes him unable to receive the good news and his 
tongue-tiedness reveals his paralyzing fear. Mary, for her 
part, is perplexed and pondering what the angel means and 
the angel chalks that up to fear, telling her not to be afraid. 
The shepherds are terrified at the sight of a heavenly host of 
angels. And in Matthew’s Gospel, Joseph is afraid to take 
Mary to be his wife and later afraid to return to Judea. 

But in each story, that fear is paired with favor. In contrast 
to Zechariah’s paralyzing fear, Elizabeth seems almost giddy 
with delight, saying, “This is what the Lord has done for me 

when he looked favorably on me and took away the disgrace I 
have endured among my people.” In contrast to Mary’s fear, 
Gabriel pronounces her favored two different times—
”Greetings, favored one.” “You have found favor with God.” In 
contrast to the shepherd’s fear, the angels announce, “Peace 
on earth among those whom God favors.” In contrast to 
Joseph’s fear, he is favored, or, we might even say, graced by 
dreams not once but twice.

In fact, grace is another word used to translate the Greek 
word charis. Favored, graced, showered with mercy and  
loving-kindness of God. This is what is set alongside fear.

Eight times in the birth narratives this word is used that 
has at its root the idea of grace: 

Favor or grace is what pulls Joseph out of fear and propels 
him into courageous actions. The favor of God is what invites 
Mary into yieldedness to the Spirit. The favor of God produc-
es the irrepressible delight of Elizabeth. The favor of God 
brings out in the shepherds an amazement, wonder, and wor-
ship that has them dashing to the stable.

There are plenty of reasons for us to be paralyzed, holding 
on to our fears without the balance of Advent favor. There is 
the troubling reality of a deeply divided church. There are 
vulnerable neighbors and church members made intensely 
more vulnerable day by day. There are dangers faced by those 
we have grown to know and love in far-off countries where 
conflict and terrorism are daily threats. There are general 

Fear and favor
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fears at seeing the world we knew no longer existing.
But what could happen to us and within us if we deter-

mined to hold in one hand our fears and the fears of the 
world, and in the other hand treasure the incredible favor of 
God toward each one of us and our world. To remember that, 
in the midst of a fearful world and fearful times, the grace 
and favor of our merciful God still shine forth.

As Carrie Newcomer sings, “l can’t tell you that it will all 
turn out all right, but I know that there’s help in hard times.” 
The help that is ours is God-with-us, the favor that outshines 
fear. The favor that rests on each one of us, due to no effort of 
our own. It’s a favor that is showered equally on the just and 
the unjust, the deserving and the undeserving, even on our 
enemies.

In fact, Jesus showed us that the favor of God extends way 
beyond each one of us, as if keeping it to ourselves would be 
in any way what God has in mind.

Jesus took that favor that he found in the prophet Isaiah, 
and made it the hallmark of his inaugural address in his 
hometown synagogue:

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me because he has 
anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has 
sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recov-
ery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to 
proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”

It’s worth noting that Jesus’ announcement of God’s 
favor filled the hometown folks with such intense fear that 
they tried to murder him. It was Jesus’ audacity in suggest-
ing that God’s favor should be extended to outsiders like 
Syrian army generals or widows from Zarapheth that was so 
threatening to them.

But we do not need to be afraid nor threatened by God’s 
good favor because we have heard it with our ears, we have 
seen it with our eyes, and we have looked at it and touched it 
with our hands and it is good.

It is the Word that became flesh among us, full of grace 
and truth. And from that fullness we received grace upon 
grace upon grace.

Hold that hope in your hands this Advent and do not be 
afraid for yourselves or for the world. May God’s favor be 
yours in abundance! 

Nancy Sollenberger Heishman is director of ministry for the Church of the Brethren.

Fear and favor

It Is the Word that became flesh among us, full of grace and truth. 
and from that fullness We receIved grace upon grace upon grace.

Expecting
by Wendy McFadden

 
O God of the promise:

While we are waiting, come.
While we are listening, come.
While we are hoping, come.

Just as Mary was great with child,
may we be expecting too—
expecting
 the fulfillment of your promise,
 the consolation of Israel,
 the birth of the Savior.

While we are waiting,
be born in us.

Amen.
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Excerpted from A is for Angels:  
An Alphabet Book for Christmas,  
by Kenneth Morse and Joyce Miller 
(Brethren Press, 1978).
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ABouT The Book
Title: The Gospel of Trees: A Memoir. Author: Apricot Irving. Publisher: Simon & Schuster, 2018. 
Available from Brethren Press.

They are like trees planted by streams of water, which yield 
their fruit in its season, and their leaves do not wither. In all 
that they do, they prosper (Psalm 1:3 NRSV).

Apricot Irving tells a complicated story  
  of Haiti and its significance to her family in  
     The Gospel of Trees, a poignant and unforgettable 

memoir. A writer and journalist based in Portland, Ore., she 
divided her growing-up years between 
the San Jacinto Valley in southern 
California and the barren mountains of 
northern Haiti. 

The author’s father, Jon Anderson, 
was an agronomist with a passion for 
trees. After failed attempts at farming 
in California, her parents responded to 
a call to serve as missionaries in 
Limbé, near Cap-Haïtien, under the 
auspices of the American Baptist 

Foreign Mission Society. Here, Anderson found an outlet for 
his passion, the sharing of the gospel of trees. Farmers in 
Haiti burned the abundant trees to produce charcoal until 
the mountains were denuded of their forest cover, leading to 
soil erosion and massive flooding. He intended to convince 
the farmers to plant trees and lots of them. His determina-
tion to succeed at all costs met Haiti’s stubborn resistance to 
change from outside influences.

Irving tells a three-layered story. Her memories of growing 
up reveal a family constantly in turmoil and struggle. Their 
life together was never easy—tight finances, scant planning, 
repressed anger and disappointment. She sensed that others 
in her California high school saw her as deprived, while in 
Haiti her life was seen as that of a wealthy blan (white or for-
eigner). She eventually learned to appreciate Haiti’s wealth, 
its music and dance, color and language, so vibrant in com-
parison to her sheltered life in the missionary compound. The 
deprivation she felt was from her father, who seemed cold 
and distant, absorbed completely in his work as failure piled 
upon failure of his reforestation projects.

Irving the journalist reports on political and 
economic conditions in Haiti over a 30-year period from 
the regime of Jean-Claude Duvalier to the aftermath of 
the massive earthquake in January 2010. She does not 
shy away from implicating the United States’ actions and 

policies in exacerbating extreme poverty in Haiti. 
But Irving probes further into the missionary movement 

and its effect on Haiti. Citing examples of unintended conse-
quences from mission efforts to “help” the Haitians, she also 
lets the good intentions of the missionaries speak for them-
selves. Where does the missionary’s earnest desire to relieve 
suffering become an abuse of power and authority for the 
sake of “fixing” problems? 

Irving asks and answers this conundrum by quoting the 
Indigenous Australian artist Lilla Watson: “If you have come 
to help me, then you are wasting your time. But if you have 
come because your liberation is bound up in mine, then let 
us work together.” Of those who worked within the outdated 
colonial power structures, Irving writes, in a passage of 
great clarity: “Always it was the same: we placed ourselves, 
like heroes, at the center of the story. As if it was our destiny 
to save Haiti. What we couldn’t seem to understand was that 
Haiti needed our respect, not another failed rescue.”

The third layer of the story may be thought of as a medi-
tation on trees. Trees are known to communicate with each 
other through networks of fungi, signaling stress and releas-
ing nutrients to each other. By working together to promote 
growth, the entire forest is strengthened. Jon Anderson 
labored in Haiti to make real the psalmist’s vision, to restore 
the paradise of Ayiti that greeted Christopher Columbus. Yet 
goats ate the seedlings and farmers chopped down young 
trees for charcoal. 

Despite such discouraging results, the gospel of trees 
bears fruit in many ways. The book’s final page is a parable 
of the zanmann tree, planted on the mission compound, 
threatened at first but then thriving and sheltering hundreds 
of people through the years. At last it began to show signs of 
approaching death, when it would decompose and enrich 
the soil for new growth.

Irving’s book can teach us in so many ways: A lesson on 
simple living. A strategy for making peace with warring 
neighbors. A history class on the legacies of colonialism and 
Christian imperialism. A road map for discovering the world 
beyond our gated lives. Insight into family relationships, for-
giveness and love. A hymn of hope for Haiti, and the world. 
Read it and learn. 

Janice Shull is a member of Venice (Fla.)  
Community Church of the Brethren.

Janice Shull

The Gospel of Trees
MediaReview
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I was five years old when my 
father re-entered the pastoral min-
istry. I loved shadowing him about as 

he worked in his home office and as he 
allowed me to tag along on some of his 
pastoral calls. I loved anything to do with 
his ministry. My parents even bought me 
a child’s “Tom Thumb” typewriter so 
that I could clack away alongside of him 
while he was typing up what was in 
those days the stencil for the weekly bul-
letin. I don’t know why I didn’t drive 
him to distraction, but he never seemed 

to mind. I was by far the youngest of his 
brood, and he used to call me his “last, 
best hope” for passing along to one of us 
the skills and love of ministry.

One of the items I was fascinated 
with was the little calendar that he kept 
in the pocket of his long-sleeved, white 
dress shirts. It was his annual “Brethren 
Reminder,” sent to all the clergy by the 
Church of the Brethren General Offices. 

In those days they were fancier than 
they have been in recent years: They 
had hard leatherette covers whose col-

ors changed every year. I thought that 
they were the most wonderful calendar 
ever! When I was older, sometimes he 
would buy himself another pocket cal-
endar just so that I could have the 
Brethren Reminder. When he passed 
away in 1978, there weren’t any more 
Brethren Reminders in the house.

Eventually I did follow his pathway 
to Bethany Seminary. One time while 
there I was in a planning committee 
meeting, and after we had agreed to the 
day and time of the next meeting, every 

The lasT  
BreThren  

remInder
by Sarah Leatherman Young
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single person in the circle but me 
reached into their pocket or purse and 
pulled out a Brethren Reminder in 
which to record it. Of course I didn’t 
have one, and I was green with envy! So 
it was a great day in glory for me when I 
finally received my very own edition of 
the Reminder as a new minister!

There were some years when I didn’t 
actually carry my Brethren Reminder—
those years when I needed the heavy 
lifting of a DayTimer system, or when I 
had been gifted a special calendar by a 
friend. When I got my first iPhone, I 
decided a digital calendar on my phone 
was the superior way to go—that lasted 
until the first data crash. 

Conversely there where years when I 
was so enthusiastic over the Reminders 
that I ordered extra copies from 
Brethren Press so that all my church 
board members could enjoy one, too! 
But whether I carried it or not, I would 
never want to be without it: Where else 
could you flip to the back page to see 
the dates of the next five Easters and 
Annual Conferences all at once? I 
looked forward to its arrival each year.

Then came the fateful letter from 
Brethren Press last December. 
Enfolded around my 2018 Brethren 
Reminder, it read:

“Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ,
The Brethren Reminder has been our 

unique way of saying “thank you” for 
your ministry. The little book has had a 
historic run, but with changing times 
and increasing production costs we have 
decided that this will be its final year. . . .”

What? No more Brethren Reminder? 
How will I still be fully me without it? I’ll 
be back like that young woman in the 
meeting with nothing of authority in 
which to record my next meeting. You 
see, for me the Brethren Reminder was 
never just a calendar: It was a sign and 
symbol of clergy authority. And in a 
denomination like ours, with its low-
church worship style that upholds the 
priesthood of all believers, those signs and 
symbols are pretty much nonexistent.

It reminds me of the time that the 
Cleveland Diocese was celebrating its 
centennial and I was invited as an ecu-

menical guest. I felt quite honored to rep-
resent the Church of the Brethren and 
was one of only three robed clergy 
women in the processional. It was a glori-
ous affair with thousands in attendance, 
including bishops, archbishops and even a 
few cardinals. My eyes weren’t prepared 
for the visual assault of full Catholic rega-
lia. I couldn’t get over the hats! 

I remember as I carpooled back to 
Akron with the parish priest how much 
I had hat envy! Why didn’t I have a cool 
clergy hat? I did acknowledge my 
prayer veil, but that would surely clash 
with my robe and stole, and it didn’t 
hold a candle to a bishop’s miter. “Of 
course,” you theologians out there are 
saying, “That’s the point, Sarah: You are 
at the far end of the clergy spectrum 

from a Catholic bishop, so no fancy hats 
for you.” But still a girl can dream. And 
now I won’t even have my Brethren 
Reminder to whip out of my pocket to 
affirm who I am.

As the pages of my 2018 Reminder 
wind down, I’m sure that some techni-
cal guru at Elgin will devise a way to 
digitally download all of the crucial 
information to us we’ll miss, like 
Alexander Mack’s birthday and the start 
of the next Brethren Volunteer Service 
unit for 2019. But for me it is the passing 
of an era that makes me feel like my 
time is passing, too. I will always miss 
you, my little Brethren Reminder! 

An ordained Church of the Brethren minister, Sarah 
Leatherman Young attends Prince of Peace Church of 
the Brethren in Littleton, Colo.

The lasT  
BreThren  

remInder
PockeT change
Brethren Press doesn’t know exactly how long it’s been publish-
ing the Brethren Reminder, but it might be as long as 71 years. The Brethren 
Historical Library and Archives was able to find a 1947 booklet that seems to 
be an early edition, or at least a predecessor. 

Over the last 15 or so years, fewer and fewer printers have wanted to han-
dle this odd-sized print job, which therefore became more expensive and less 
elegant in size and cover quality. Brethren Press tried to discontinue the 
Reminder a few years ago, but had to bring it back because of the outcry: It 
turns out that those who like the Brethren Reminder are true fans. 

We’re surprised and warmed by the number of thank you notes that come 
our way. Pastors tell us how many they have neatly filed away, and how much 
they appreciate this small recognition from Brethren Press. At the same time, 
of course, we know that increasingly people carry their schedules on smart-
phones and have no use for old-fashioned pocket calendars.

While the Brethren Reminder is coming to an end, Brethren dates are still 
available. Find them on the Church of the Brethren online calendar at www.
brethren.org. You can even download entries to your own digital calendar. 

That’s not a perfect substitute for everyone, we realize. And, sadly, this 
technological solution won’t be findable in the archives seven decades from 
now. –Wendy McFadden 



Too often we sentimentalize Luke’s 
nativity story and fail to recognize its radical 
message. Rather than supporting the status quo, 

Luke’s Gospel overturns commonly accepted social, political, 
and economic norms and challenges us to consider, “What is 
good news for all the people?”

In the first century, some people proclaimed that the rul-
ing emperor brought good news, but in reality his news was 
good only for those already powerful and wealthy. Although 
Luke’s nativity story begins with a reference to Caesar 
Augustus (2:1), it quickly shifts from the powerful ruler to 
the common people: a Galilean couple looking for a place to 
lodge overnight, shepherds working in the field, and an 
infant sleeping in an animal feeding trough. 

The nativity story has become so familiar to us that we 
may not always take time to notice that Luke and Matthew 
tell two different stories, which over the centuries we have 
harmonized into one. A portion of Luke’s nativity story 
focuses on some unnamed shepherds, who appear on the 
stage only briefly before returning to their work. 

It is nighttime and there are shepherds in the fields with 
their flocks. Suddenly, a divine messenger appears. The 
shepherds are frightened, but the angel tells them not to be 
afraid and gives them news about the birth of a child who is 
Savior, Messiah, and Lord. Responding to this revelation, the 
shepherds go to Bethlehem to see the child. Just as the 
angel had said, the infant is lying in a feeding trough. 

Surprisingly, Luke gives more space to the shepherds 
than to Mary, Joseph, and the infant Jesus. We might be 
surprised by the absence of magi—that story belongs to 
Matthew (and none of the Gospels refer to three kings). We 
might also miss the donkey and ox that traditionally appear 
in nativity scenes—a motif added by later storytellers and 
artists. We might expect the shepherds to pause in front of 
the Christ child in adoration, but, as Luke tells the story, the 
shepherds share the good news and depart.

For all the people
In the first-century Roman Empire, roughly one-half to two-
thirds of the population lived at subsistence level or below. 
This population included small farmers, skilled and unskilled 
laborers, most merchants and traders, and, most likely, shep-
herds. At the very bottom of the economic scale were wid-
ows, orphans, beggars, prisoners, and unskilled day laborers. 

If we picture the population of the Roman Empire as a 
pyramid, Caesar Augustus and roughly 3 percent of the pop-
ulation perch at the very top. These wealthy few control the 
fates of the many, and it was common for communities to 
appeal to Caesar with flattery in the hope of obtaining in 
return a larger portion of the pie. Some inscriptions from 
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the time refer to Augustus as “Savior” and praise him for hav-
ing brought peace and order to the empire. An inscription 
from the region that is now western Turkey declared, “the 
birthday of the god Augustus was the beginning of the good 
news for the world.” 

By contrast, Luke locates the good news in a different part 
of the empire and with a baby, not a ruler. Luke mentions a 
census (or “registration”). Most likely the emperor wants 
information so that he can increase the taxes he collects. For 
the population at the bottom of the economic pyramid, taxa-
tion further depleted their meager resources. Consequently, 
the peace and prosperity associated with Emperor Augustus 
benefitted primarily the elite population at the top of the eco-
nomic pyramid. As Joel Green observes, “The prosperity and 
peace for which the Roman Empire is now known was pro-
duced through initial conquest and plunder, and maintained 
through subsequent taxation of a conquered people.”

Why shepherds?
The visual image for this month’s Bible study is a medieval 
fresco by Taddeo Gaddi. The scene is a barren hillside. One 
shepherd sleeps sitting up with his cape draped over him for 
protection. The other shepherd turns to receive an announce-
ment from an angelic messenger. The simplicity of Gaddi’s 
fresco helps us relate to Luke’s story. We see two men sleep-
ing rough on a hillside with only their sheep, a dog, and a 
water bottle by their side. Into this setting, a heavenly mes-
senger intrudes with a word of “good news of great joy for all 
the people” (v. 10). The good news has to do with a child—not 
an emperor—who is Savior, Messiah, and Lord.

 The angelic messenger gives the shepherds a sign so that 
they will know when they have found the right child. He 
will be wrapped in cloth bands and lying in an animal’s 
feeding trough. 

In the Bible, birth stories reveal something about the 
infant’s future. Moses’s remarkable rescue (Exodus 2:1-10) 
signals that the boy in the floating papyrus basket will grow 
up to do something important for an entire enslaved people. 
In Luke, this infant’s location in a feeding trough cradle sug-
gests that the good news he brings will benefit those on the 
bottom of the socioeconomic pyramid, those whom the 
emperor and the world ignore.

In Luke’s account, the shepherds represent the people 
who struggle to get by in the empire of Augustus. They repre-
sent all those who will not benefit from a tax increase and 
who will not experience the peace proclaimed by and about 
Augustus. They represent the people who are poor and hun-
gry, who weep and mourn, but who are nevertheless blessed 
by Jesus (Luke 6:20-23). 

Nativity scenes frequently portray the shepherds paused in 
silent adoration before the Christ child, but Luke does not tell 
us if the shepherds paused in worship. Rather, the shepherds 
see the child with their own eyes and then almost immediate-
ly tell others what they have heard and seen. 

“When they saw this, they made known what had been 
told them about this child; and all who heard it were amazed 
at what the shepherds told them” (vv. 17-18). Theirs is an 
active spirituality. They hear the angel. They rush to find the 
child. And they share the good news. 

The good news for the 21st century
In the US, the wealthy are richer than ever before. Inequality 
has increased, the cost of living has increased, and social pro-
grams have been eliminated or cut back. Worldwide, the story 
is even worse. The richest 20 percent of the world’s popula-
tion accounts for three-quarters of world income. Some 
sources suggest that the wealthiest 1 percent of the world’s 
population will own two-thirds of the world’s wealth by 2030. 

How should we respond to Luke’s nativity story? It does 
not prescribe actions, but it does challenge us to attend to the 
needs of the many people living in poverty in our world. The 
infant lying in a feed trough represents a different set of val-
ues. The shepherds represent a different embodiment of the 
good news. How can we practice a different way of living in a 
world that is obsessed by status, power, and possessions? 
How do we live so that all may flourish?  
 
Christina Bucher is professor of religion at Elizabethtown College in Pennsylvania.
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To read more
Joel B. Green, The Gospel of Luke (Eerdmans, 1997).

Richard Horsley, Covenant Economics: A Biblical Vision of 
Justice for All (Westminster John Knox, 2009).

Richard Vinson, Luke (Smith & Helwys, 2008).

in luke, this infant’s location in a feeding trough cradle suggests that 

the good news he brings will benefit those on the bottom of the 

socioeconomic Pyramid, those whom the emPeror and the world ignore.



Imagine you are 18. You 
meander around town with some 
of your friends when you decide to 

do something ill-advised. It will be fine, 
you think. Nothing will come of it. You 
return home and sleep soundly. 
    Then you are rudely awakened by a 
police officer knocking on your door. 
They haul you off to prison, where 
after a trial you are sentenced to two 
consecutive life sentences.  
    How would you deal with it? How 
would your parents react? 
    That story lies behind the mission of 
the Bittersweet Gospel Band, which in 
late September toured parts of Virginia, 
Maryland, and Pennsylvania for one 
of their biannual tours. This was the 
second time I was honored to join them 
as their bass player.  
    It started when I received an email 
from band member David Sollenberger 
during my senior year at Manchester 
University in Indiana. I thought, “Okay, 
I’ll try it out.” At the time, I didn’t know 
what Bittersweet was about. They 
had visited Manchester during my 
sophomore year, but I was too busy with 
college to really pay attention.  
    The four days I joined the band on 
that first tour would change my life 
forever.  

    For those who don’t know the story 
behind the band, Gilbert Romero, 
Bittersweet’s frontman, came into the 
Church of the Brethren from a life of 
crime and gang violence in Los Angeles. 
Through generosity and Christian love, 
he turned his life around and became a 
pastor, and he felt compelled to share 
his story to help others follow a better 
path. He and Scott Duffey, now pastor at 
Staunton (Va.) Church of the Brethren, 
formed the band, and they tour churches, 
prisons, and schools nationwide to 
share Gilbert’s story and a multicultural 
message of love and acceptance. 
    During my first tour with Bittersweet, 
Gilbert’s overwhelming hospitality made 
me feel like I had already been a part of 
the band for years.  
    In the performances, Gilbert told the 
story of his son, who was serving a long 
term in California’s Folsom Prison. He 
spoke about how one night, one foolish 
decision, took his son away from him. The 
guilt he felt for not being there for his son 
overwhelmed him. My heart went out for 
him, and it honestly helped change my 
perspective on the incarcerated. 
    One of Gilbert’s talents, which 
emanates from the band, is making 
something so foreign to so many of us 
attainable and relatable. Raised in a 

safe, stable and relatively 
wealthy area and family, I 
had no real concept of what 
he and his family have been 
through. He helped me 
see the pain, suffering, and 
inescapability of it.  
    And that is the core of the 
Bittersweet Gospel Band: 
reaching across societal and 
cultural barriers to show us 
just how similar we are to 
those who seem so different.  

    When I was asked again to tour 
with the band this fall, I jumped at the 
opportunity.  
    Gilbert was beaming when we 
arrived. His son had been released from 
prison after two and a half decades and 
had turned his life around. He had a 
job, a place to live, and a purpose. 
    This tour was “The Power of Prayer” 
tour, as it was through much prayer and 
dedication that Gilbert’s son worked his 
way out of prison. 
    The success of Gilbert’s son had me 
reflecting on my long road—though 
short in comparison—to touring again 
with the band. I had been through 
severe depression, suicidal thoughts, 
three jobs, and the poorest time in my 
life—both spiritually and monetarily. 
Through dedicated work, and the 
prayers of my parents, family, and 
churches, my life turned around.  
    God wasn’t done with me yet, and 
neither was Gilbert. He was reassuring 
through the whole tour, and erased 
every doubt I had about my abilities 
with the band.  
    “You’ve got to follow your passions,” 
he told me after a rough performance. 
“If you’re not, you can get in a lot of 
trouble. Lord, do I know that.” 
    To have been through all that 
Gilbert has been through and still be 
encouraging to a 23-year-old he hardly 
knows, relating to me at a spiritual and 
existential level, is truly a treasure.  
    If the band could touch me like this, 
imagine what it could do for a teen on 
the edge of becoming a career criminal. 
Imagine what it could do for a homeless 
person in need. 
    Imagine what it could do for you.  

Tyler Roebuck lives and works in Middlebury, Ind., and 
is a member of Middlebury Church of the Brethren.
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The power of prayer 
On tour with the Bittersweet Gospel Band
by Tyler Roebuck
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the Church of the Brethren Mission and 
Ministry Board adopted a budget for 
ministries in 2019, received news of a large grant 

from Lilly Endowment Inc.’s Thriving in Ministry, and 
participated in a Compelling Vision Process session, 
among other agenda items at its fall meeting Oct. 19-22. 
The meeting was held at the Church of the Brethren 
General Offices in Elgin, Ill., led by board chair Connie 
Burk Davis and assisted by chair-elect Patrick Starkey and 
general secretary David Steele. 
    News that the Church of the Brethren has received a grant 
of $994,683 to help establish a “Part-Time Pastor; Full-Time 
Church” program was shared by Nancy Sollenberger 
Heishman, director of the Ministry Office. It is part of Lilly 
Endowment Inc.’s Thriving in Ministry initiative, which 
supports a variety of religious organizations across the nation 
as they create or strengthen programs that help pastors build 
relationships with experienced clergy who can serve as 
mentors and guide them through key leadership challenges 
in congregational ministry. 
    A Core Ministries budget of $5,167,000 in anticipated 
income and $5,148,690 in anticipated expense, with a 
proposed net income of $18,310, was approved for 2019. 
The board approved a total budget for all Church of the 
Brethren denominational ministries of $9,129,220 in 
anticipated income and $9,101,260 in anticipated expense, 
with a proposed net income of $27,960. The total budget 

includes Core Ministries, Brethren Disaster Ministries, 
Brethren Press, Global Food Initiative, Material 
Resources, and the Conference Office. 
    The board called Carl Fike of Oakland, Md., as its next 
chair-elect, beginning at the 2019 Annual Conference 
when Davis concludes her term and current chair-elect 
Patrick Starkey begins as chair. Fike will serve two years 
as chair-elect, and then two years as chair.  
    The board heard a presentation by a delegation from the 
Supportive Communities Network (SCN) of the Brethren 
Mennonite Council on LGBT Interests (BMC). Board 
members worshiped on Sunday morning with area Church 
of the Brethren congregations: the Highland Avenue 
congregation in Elgin, Neighborhood congregation in 
Montgomery, York Center in Lombard, and Naperville.
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Brethren Disaster Ministries’ 
(BDM) response to Hurricane 
Michael continued through 
the fall in Florida. A total of 24 
Children’s Disaster Services 
volunteers served 338 children 
through October. BDM work also 
continued in North and South 
Carolina, where teams have been 
helping with clean-up and debris 
removal from Hurricane Florence 
and repairing homes damaged by 
Hurricane Matthew in 2016.

    In response to a request from the 
Red Cross, a team of four 
experienced CDS volunteers with 
advanced training traveled to 
Pittsburgh after the Oct. 27 
shootings at the Tree of Life 
Synagogue. The team set up in a 
Family Assistance Center to support 
grieving families but ended up not 
being needed by them. 
    “The team was able to minister to 
the other responders and community 
in other ways and reported it was a 

privilege to serve and support the 
grieving community,” BDM executive 
director Roy Winter said.  

Disaster Ministries responds in 
Pittsburgh and Florida 

Mission and Ministry Board holds fall meeting

P.J. Krabacher
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A proposed “Policy on Same-Sex 
Marriage” in Atlantic Northeast District 
did not receive the two-thirds majority 
necessary to pass as delegates met at 
Elizabethtown (Pa.) College Oct. 5-6. The 
policy would have established penalties, 
including termination of ministry creden-
tials, for a pastor who officiated at a same-
sex marriage ceremony. 
    Before the final vote on the item, dele-
gates accepted an amendment from the 
Chiques Church of the Brethren 
(Manheim, Pa.) board to strengthen the 
language of the proposed policy by recom-
mending sanctions for any minister who 
“promotes and accepts the practice of 
homosexuality as a lifestyle that is 
approved by God.” The amendment 
required only a simple majority vote, but 
the overall policy—as a change in polity 
with significant implications for the dis-
trict—required the higher threshold, and it 
fell short. 
    “There is no policy that we have now in 
the district since that (proposed policy) 
failed,” Atlantic Northeast District execu-
tive Pete Kontra said. “We sent an email to 
all district ministers to clarify that now 
that the district body has said ‘No,’ we’re 
not going to terminate credentials.” He 
added, however, that it’s not “a green light 
now for pastors” to officiate same-sex wed-
dings, citing past district and denomina-
tional statements that “speak against pro-
moting homosexuality.” 
    The Elizabethtown (Pa.) and Ambler (Pa.) 
congregations had requested in advance of 
the conference that the district withdraw 
the item from consideration, citing concerns 
over its implications for church life and its 
lack of a spirit of forbearance. 
    A similar policy did pass in Western 
Pennsylvania District, however, where del-
egates gave overwhelming support to a 
“Resolution on Biblical Marriage” while 
meeting Oct. 20 at Camp Harmony 
(Hooversville, Pa.). Northern Ohio District 
also adopted such a policy earlier this year. 

Districts consider policies 
on same-sex marriage

Manchester’s new Intercultural 
Center offers unique space

Linetta Alley Ballew has been named 
assistant director at Brethren Woods 
(Keezletown, Va.), effective Jan. 1. 
Ballew, who had previously worked at 
Brethren Woods from 2003 to 2013, has 
most recently been co-administrator of 
Camp Swatara (Bethel, Pa.) with her 
husband, Joel. Brethren Woods also 
announced the hiring of Andy Myers as 
maintenance director effective Nov. 1.
    Gail Connerley began Nov. 12 as 
executive director of institutional 
advancement at Bethany Theological 
Seminary. She has worked 16 years in 
advancement at neighboring Earlham 
College.
    Elena Jones joined the Bethany 
staff as accounting assistant Oct. 15. 
She previously working for the City of 
Richmond Employee Credit Union as 

an assistant manager and teller. 
    Karen Schroeder began Oct. 1 as 
executive assistant to the president at 
Bethany Seminary. She had served as 
administrative assistant to the aca-
demic dean at Earlham College.
    Sara Brann, accounting specialist, 
retired Oct. 31 after nearly 17 years in 
business services at Bethany Seminary. 
    Cherise Glunz resigned Sept. 14 as 
program assistant for the office of 
Mission Advancement at the Church 
of the Brethren General Offices in 
Elgin, Ill. She began her employment 
in 2015. 
    Marvin Greener, director of build-
ing and grounds at the Church of the 
Brethren General Offices since 
February 2009 concluded his employ-
ment Sept. 27.

Personnel notes 

manchester University (North Manchester, Ind.), which is the 
home of the world’s first undergraduate peace studies program and the 

last campus to host a speech by the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr., has created a 
unique new space for discussions about diversity and inclusion, civic engage-
ment, and civil discourse. 
    Civil rights legend Andrew Young was on hand Sept. 29 to dedicate the Jean 
Childs Young Intercultural Center and its domed Toyota Round section. The 
building is named for his late wife, a 1954 Manchester graduate who was known 
nationally and internationally as an educator and advocate for children’s rights. 
    Jean’s experience at Manchester, he said, helped shape her views, which in 
turn had a profound effect on him, their family and the many lives she touched. 
“Jean pushed me to understand the implication of nonviolence in everything 
that we do,” he said. “And I never forgot those lessons.” 
    In the short time since the center has opened, the Manchester University 
Office of Multicultural Affairs has hosted discussions about stereotyping, dis-
crimination against people with disabilities, pressures on masculinity, and the 
NFL and freedom of speech.—Anne Gregory
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Thanks for the Bible studies

I would like to share my appreciation 
for the really good magazine you are 
publishing on behalf of a small denomi-
nation. The layout and content are real-
ly stimulating. 

I have always enjoyed the variety of 
articles and really appreciate the Bible 
study articles. The ones by Christina 
Bucher right now, where she is using 
art to make us think more in depth 

about scripture, are very helpful. In her 
article about the good Samaritan, she 
explains the difference between the 
Samaritans and the Jewish people. 
They have some very important similar-
ities in their backgrounds but were 
divided by a smaller number of beliefs 
that differed. 

Sadly that made me think of the 
Church of the Brethren today. So many 
similarities and capabilities in our con-
gregations, only to be kept from work-

ing on global issues together at maxi-
mum efficiency, by focusing on differ-
ences regarding human sexuality. I’m 
praying for more cooperation.

Craig Coble
Elizabethtown, Pa.

My visioning statement

To paraphrase hymn 323, “I see a new 
church coming where everyone is free. 
And all shall be God’s people in justice, 

Global Food Initiative, Church of the Brethren 1451 Dundee Avenue Elgin, IL 60120      800-323-8039 ext. 332

HaitiIllinois Rwanda

“Consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds.” 
- Hebrews 10:24

Thank you for provoking others to love through giving to the Global Food Initiative. 
 

Give in honor of a loved one at www.brethren.org/givegfi

“so many similarities and caPabilities in our congregations, only 

to be kePt from working on global issues together at maximum 

efficiency, by focusing on differences regarding human sexuality. 

i’m Praying for more cooPeration.



Messenger December 201828

love, and peace.” Or “I see a new day 
dawning” for the Church of the 
Brethren. 

I see a church in need of a makeover. 
First the church must re-imagine or 
restructure itself. The church must 
adopt an attitude of customer service or 
a willingness to listen to their members. 
Corporations like Microsoft, Google, 
Apple, and Amazon have grown 
because they are willing to reinvent 

Call us for a tour and lunch 

(909) 392-4111 

DSS #191501662; Cer�ficate of Authority #069; www.livingathillcrest.org 

2705 Mountain View Drive | La Verne | CA | 91750 

  A Remarkable Re�rement Community® 

H  I  L  L  C  R  E  S  T 

 
CALL 909-392-4111 

A Preferred Provider 

SIMPLY A REMARKABLE PLACE       
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Hillcrest residents l-r: Ralph Carlson, Marian Endo, Millie Cueto, Lois Offstein, Bob Ratliff, Gayle San Miguel, Herb Holt and Gwen Carr. 

Wanted: Persons to volunteer in central 
Nigeria for a few months to encourage and 
guide untrained Nigerian teachers at an inter-
faith Montessori preschool. Must be open-
minded, flexible, and respectful to all persons. 
Prefer persons with experience in Montessori 
education or with training from Children’s 
Disaster Services. Contact MontessoriFor-
PeaceInNigeria@gmail.com to express inter-
est, to learn details, and to initiate a discus-
sion about possibilities.

CLASSIFIeDS

800-441-3712  • www.brethrenpress.com 

$5 / $15 (Pack of 5)



 

Please send information to be 
included in Turning Points to 
Diane Stroyeck, 1451 
Dundee Ave, Elgin, IL 60120; 
800-323-8039, ext. 327; 
dstroyeck@brethren.org. 
Information must be complete 
in order to be published. 
Information older than one 
year cannot be published.

Centenarians
Prendergast, Alice Jean, 102, 

Huntingdon, Pa., Oct. 13

New members
Bethany, New Paris, Ind.: 

Criss Jay Edwards III, Katja 
Marie Edwards

Brownsville, Knoxville, Md.: 
Ashleigh Bohrer, Sabrina 
Bohrer, Abby Olson, Jesse 
Olson, Mira Olson, Payton 
Olson, Orville Thompson

Garden City, Kan.: Natalie 
Oker, Tobias Oker

Geiger, Friedens, Pa.: Kylie 
Weigle

Heidelberg, Myerstown, Pa.: 
Jenna Burkholder, Talitha 
Heisey, Trenton Heisey, 
Juliann Martin, Kymberlie 
Patches

Lincolnshire, Fort Wayne, 
Ind.: Kaitlin Pearson, Laura 
Revard

Lititz, Pa.: Carol Nelson, 
James Nelson, Sherry Raup, 
Hannah Schultz, Jen Zurin, 
Randy Zurin

Little Swatara, Bethel, Pa.: 
Ethan Beidler, Penny Graby, 
Gabby Krick, Jayden 
Manbeck, Jennifer 
Manbeck, David Martin

Live Oak, Calif.: John 
Kaufman, Carole LeVine

Oakland, Bradford, Ohio: 
John Mack

Sangerville, Bridgewater, Va.: 
Barbara Helmick, Ira 
Helmick, Emily Rhodes, 

Jacob Senger, Ashley 
Shank, Seth Spire

Snake Spring Valley, Everett, 
Pa.: Chelsea Dibert, Kendra 
Miller, Chelsey Spade, 
Brittany Swartzwelder, 
Camden Swartzwelder

Wedding 
anniversaries
Balmer, Vernon and Ruth 

Ann, Myerstown, Pa., 55
Frizzell, Kenneth and Rosalee, 

Westminster, Md., 55
Heffner, Lawrence and 

Oneida, Knoxville, Md., 66
Kline, Randal and Carol, 

Stevens, Pa., 50
Sine, Donald and Thelma, 

Maurertown, Va., 71

Deaths
Bashore, Mary E., 92, 

Lebanon, Pa., July 18
Bossinger, Donald R., 85, 

Lewistown, Pa., Sept. 15
Bowers, Mildred Runkles, 84, 

Keedysville, Md., July 24
Bowers, Robert M. (Dope), 

82, Knoxville, Md., July 31
Burkholder, Leota G. Pugh, 

98, Chambersburg, Pa., 
Oct. 3

Click, Ralph E., 89, La 
Verne, Calif., Sept. 22

Cox, Mary Alice Rieman, 66, 
Greenville, Ohio, May 24

De Bey, Margaret Frances 
Thomas, 91, Garden City, 
Kan., Sept. 15

Dosch, E. Michael, 69, 
Lebanon, Pa., Aug. 26

Felton, Melvin B., 92, 
Windber, Pa., Oct. 6

Fields, Isabelle Marie, 89, 
Goshen, Ind., Sept. 14

Forsha, John W. (Jack), 88, 
Lititz, Pa., Sept. 19

Foster, Ray Randolph, 70, 
Bridgewater, Va., June 6

Furry, Donald Grayson, Jr., 

87, Bridgewater, Va.,  
Sept. 28

Getz, Derek Okan, 20, 
Maurertown, Va., Aug. 13

Hart, Everett Leon, 80, 
Greenville, Ohio, June 4

Harwood, Esther Elizabeth 
Himes, 96, Hagerstown, 
Md., Aug. 13

Heckman, Marlin LeRoy, 81, 
La Verne, Calif., Sept. 22

Heisey, Paul E., 91, 
Newmanstown, Pa., Oct. 15

Huffaker, John Lawrence, 81, 
Greenville, Ohio, Oct. 10

Kagarise, Janet Lucille 
Miller, 87, Indianapolis, 
Ind., June 24

Kesler, Donn D., 91, North 
Manchester, Ind., Aug. 13

Kurtz, Mary R. Glick, 89, 
Lititz, Pa., Aug. 18

Manochi, Kimberly M. 
Horner, 52, Brunswick, 
Ohio, June 16

McLucas, Sarah (Louise) 
Mentzer, 57, Waynesboro, 
Pa., Sept. 9

Messamer, Roberta Maude 
Sadd Nelson, 93, 
Bridgewater, Va., May 8

Michael, Thelma Lee Foster, 
72, Mount Solon, Va., 
March 15

Miner, Donald Franklin, 85, 
Chambersburg, Pa., Sept. 24

Mullen, Lena Belle Olwin, 
97, Greenville, Ohio, July 4

Pariseau, Charles Edward, 
64, Oakland, Md., Sept. 6

Pittman, Robert C., 88, 
Astoria, Ill., Oct. 12

Rittenhouse, Sandra L. Gill, 
81, Lewistown, Pa., April 25

Rotz, Robert L., 90, 
Chambersburg, Pa., Sept. 12

Sines, James, 72, Somerset, 
Pa., Sept. 12

Smith, Eugene E., 90, 
Churchville, Va., Aug. 14

Snyder, Evelyn Louise, 81, 
Hagerstown, Md., Oct. 16

Twaddle, Martha Sophie, 94, 
McPherson, Kan., July 25

Wagner, Liane E. Paintner, 
88, Milroy, Pa., Oct. 6

Waters, Idell Cora Ann 
Coulter, 92, Frederick, Md., 
Aug. 15

Waybright, Randall M., 83, 
Hershey, Pa., Oct. 3

Widener, Gertrude (Judy) 
Peters, 79, Staunton, Va., 
Sept. 12

Zednik, Marilyn E. Tobey, 88, 
Brook Park, Ohio, Sept. 5

Ordained
Bishop, Darren, Atl. N. E. 

Dist. (Middle Creek, Lititz, 
Pa.), Sept. 23

Light, Samuel, Virlina Dist. 
(New Bethel, Chatham, 
Va.), Sept. 30

Messner, Jeffrey, N. Ohio 
Dist. (Ashland Dickey, 
Ashland, Ohio), Oct. 7

Simmons, Steve, N. Ohio 
Dist. (Bethel, New 
Middletown, Ohio), Sept. 21

Yost, Eric, W. Pa. Dist. 
(Windber, Pa.), Sept. 23

Commissioned
Longenecker, Joseph, Atl. S. E. 

Dist. (Arcadia, Fla.), Oct. 7

Licensed
Barrett, Danny, Mid-Atl. Dist. 

(Fellowship, Martinsburg, 
W.Va.), Sept. 2

Brewer, Joe, Ill. & Wis. Dist. 
(Canton, Ill.), Oct. 7

Hill, Roxane, S. Ohio & Ky. 
Dist. (Potsdam, Ohio), 
Sept. 30

Leeds, Erica, Southeastern 
Dist. (Melvin Hill, 
Columbus, N.C.), Oct. 7

Templeton, Roger, Jr., Mid-
Atl. Dist. (Midland, Va.), 
Sept. 23

Topf, Annali Murray, Pac. S. 

W. Dist. (Pasadena, Calif.), 
Oct. 14

Placements
Aikens, Larry, Jr., from interim 

pastor to pastor, Bethel, 
Broadway, Va., June 1

Alphonse, Ilexene, from 
interim pastor to pastor, 
Eglise des Freres Haitiens, 
Miami, Fla., Oct. 1

Barto, Ronald, from pastor, 
Arbutus and Walnut Grove, 
Johnstown, Pa., to pastor, 
Somerset, Pa., Sept. 1

Bausman, Kathryn, interim 
pastor, Saving Grace, North 
Fort Myers, Fla., Sept. 1

Diamond, Douglas, from 
pastor, Fellowship, 
Martinsburg, W.Va., to 
pastor, Broadfording, 
Hagerstown, Md., Oct. 1

Garretson, Christopher, 
pastor, Memorial, 
Martinsburg, Pa., Oct. 1

Hamilton, Paul, pastor, 
Westmont, Johnstown, Pa., 
Oct. 14

Harden, Marckus (Marcus), 
pastor, New Covenant, 
Gotha, Fla., Oct. 1

King, Janice Glass, from 
pastor, Bedford, Pa., to 
interim pastor, Wyomissing, 
Pa., Sept. 16

Ludwick, G. Daniel, pastor, 
Pleasant View, Fayetteville, 
W.Va., Sept. 15

Messner, Jeffrey, pastor, 
Ashland Dickey, Ashland, 
Ohio, Oct. 1

Murchie, Mark, pastor, Scalp 
Level, Windber, Pa., Oct. 1

Tomson, Jeffrey, pastor, 
Living Faith, Flora, Ind., 
and interim pastor, 
Guernsey, Monticello, Ind., 
Sept. 1

Topf, Annali Murray, interim 
pastor, Glendale, Calif., 
Oct. 22
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themselves to meet the needs of their 
customers.  

The Church of the Brethren must 
address the divisions within the church 
community. Romans 15:7 (NIV) tells us: 
“Accept one another, then, just as Christ 
accepted you.” Or in Galatians 3:28 

(RSV): “There is neither Jew nor Greek, 
there is neither slave nor free, there is 
neither male nor female, for you are all 
one in Christ Jesus.” I believe everyone 
is welcome at the Lord’s table. Everyone!

As this re-imagining takes place, the 
church needs to grow the membership. 

Attention needs to be focused on the 
millennials, the largest group to leave 
the church. Simply put, the Church of 
the Brethren is losing membership and 
the money that people give. 

Leland W. Flora
Roanoke, Va.
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“And in despair I bowed my head: 
‘There is no peace on earth,’ I said, 
For hate is strong, and mocks the song 
Of peace on earth, good will to (all).”

—from “I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day,”  
by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

I n the span of a few days in late October, our 
nation and communities were battered with three waves 
of hatred: pipe bombs mailed to news organizations 

and politicians, a racially motivated shooting at a Kentucky 
supermarket that killed two, and the staggering anti-Semitic 
shooting at the Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh that 
took 11 lives in the midst of worship.  

    It seems to be everywhere. As 
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette executive 
editor David M. Shribman wrote the 
day of the synagogue attack: “Now 
we know it can happen here, as 
anywhere, because it has.” 
    In the wake of the tragedies, 
Church of the Brethren general 
secretary David Steele posted a 
message that said, in part, “As the 
Church of the Brethren, which  

has committed to following Jesus Christ, the Prince 
of Peace, let us commit ourselves to bring healing and 
working for a world in which God’s shalom is ever more 
evident for all people.” 
    It seems obvious, even simplistic, to say that hate is wrong, 
that there is no place for it in our culture, our world, and yet 
we find ourselves having to say it over and over again. As a 
child, I learned about my family’s ethnic Jewish heritage 
and the many relatives in Europe who died in the Holocaust. 
I remember wondering how something so horrible could 
possibly have happened, but I figured it was in the past.  
    I was wrong, of course.  
    Perhaps hate still manages to blindside us because we 
don’t fully see it, or don’t want to, until it flares up in 
genocides and lynchings and riots and mass shootings and 
other forms of overwhelming violence. Those headline-

grabbing events, however, tend to be the eventual eruption 
of many smaller, less obvious seeds of hatred along the way, 
which in their own way can be just as damaging: prejudices, 
biases, cruel words, taunting, slurs, bullying, attacks on 
character, marginalizing, lies.   
   On Facebook I saw a quote from Sidonia Lax, a survivor 
of the Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen concentration camps. 
She said: “In order to be able to stop the big fires, you have 
to watch for the little fires. Because once it burns out of 
control it is too late. That means keep up with the news, 
read the news, be active. When you see problems, get 
involved and stop them right at the beginning.” 
    Mother Teresa famously urged people of faith to do 
“small things with great love.” In the face of so much 
darkness, we are reminded that is how change begins: 
We call out the arsonists of hate and each do our best to 
smother small fires with little extinguishers full of love. 
    At the same time we need to check ourselves for any places 
where the sparks of hatred may have attempted to settle in 
our own souls. And we need to maintain vigilance. Nothing 
provides a hospitable atmosphere for evil to grow so much as 
inattention. And nothing repels it so much as light. 
    In that vein, I was reminded of a story from the book 
Night of the Confessor, by Czech priest/professor Tomáš 
Halík. A rabbi asks his students “how one recognizes the 
moment when night ends and day begins.” 
    “Is it the moment that it is light enough to tell a dog from 
a sheep?” one student asks. “No,” the rabbi answers.  
    “Is it the moment when we can tell a date palm from  
a fig tree?” another asks. “No, that’s not it, either,” the  
rabbi replies. 
    The students are perplexed. “So when does morning 
come, then?” 
    The rabbi answers: “It’s the moment when we look into 
the face of any person and recognize them as our brother or 
sister. Until we’re able to do that, it’s still night.”  
 
“Till ringing, singing on its way, 
The world revolved from night to day 
A voice, a chime, a chant sublime, 
Of peace on earth, good will to (all).”  

When morning comes
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we call out the arsonists of hate and each do our best to 

smother small fires with little extinguishers full of love.
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Glory to God
in highest heaven, 
and peace on earth to 
those with whom God is pleased.

-Luke 2:14, NLT

www.brethren.org/give

Thank you for partnering in the work of the Church of the Brethren

and for heralding the good news of Christ’s birth.

Merry Christmas!
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