
PRES-OUTLOOK.ORG

LEADING FAITHFUL CONVERSATIONS IN THE CHURCH AND BEYOND

VOL. 202 NO. 15 | OCT. 26, 2020 | FIVE USD

Breathing space — 
RESILIENCE & FAITH

look in:  H O LY  F R I E N D S  •  C A M P U S  M I N I S T R Y  •  H O R I Z O N S  3



The Reverend Dr. William Hall Harter
1936-2020

When Bill Harter was in seminary in the mid-1960s, there would When Bill Harter was in seminary in the mid-1960s, there would 
have been little discussion about interfaith ministry. However, by that have been little discussion about interfaith ministry. However, by that 
time, Bill was already deep into his love of and respect for other faith time, Bill was already deep into his love of and respect for other faith 
traditions. Only his love for God, his beloved wife Linda, children, traditions. Only his love for God, his beloved wife Linda, children, 
grandchildren, and great grandchild surpassed his love for building grandchildren, and great grandchild surpassed his love for building 
understanding and cooperation among the world’s great religions. In understanding and cooperation among the world’s great religions. In 
a ministry marked by the pursuit of social justice and spreading the a ministry marked by the pursuit of social justice and spreading the 
Good News, Bill never wavered from his insistence that Christianity Good News, Bill never wavered from his insistence that Christianity 
respect the religious beliefs of others.respect the religious beliefs of others.

To build interfaith respect and relations, Bill focused on Israel and To build interfaith respect and relations, Bill focused on Israel and 
its immediate neighbors. He refused to believe that perpetual religious conflict was God’s will for the its immediate neighbors. He refused to believe that perpetual religious conflict was God’s will for the 
region. Realizing nothing is more important than personal experience, Bill led over 50 trips to the Middle region. Realizing nothing is more important than personal experience, Bill led over 50 trips to the Middle 
East, seeking to build understanding among U.S church leaders about the possibilities for a long-term East, seeking to build understanding among U.S church leaders about the possibilities for a long-term 
peace. In a debate dominated by rigid, hardliners, Bill was a calm voice seeking justice for all living in the peace. In a debate dominated by rigid, hardliners, Bill was a calm voice seeking justice for all living in the 
Middle East. Justice for all demanded reconciliation among all. To Bill, reconciliation was at the heart of Middle East. Justice for all demanded reconciliation among all. To Bill, reconciliation was at the heart of 
God’s work in Christ.God’s work in Christ.

Bill’s commitment to justice led him to embrace a two-state future for Israelis and Palestinians. He Bill’s commitment to justice led him to embrace a two-state future for Israelis and Palestinians. He 
believed Palestinians deserved their own sovereign state and Jews deserved the same. The latter led him to believed Palestinians deserved their own sovereign state and Jews deserved the same. The latter led him to 
reject all efforts to define Zionism as a form of racism.reject all efforts to define Zionism as a form of racism.

Bill did all his interfaith work while serving local congregations. Most of his career, he and Linda Bill did all his interfaith work while serving local congregations. Most of his career, he and Linda 
served as co-pastors of Church of Falling Spring in Chambersburg, Pennsylvania. While there, the served as co-pastors of Church of Falling Spring in Chambersburg, Pennsylvania. While there, the 
congregation grew in size and influence in the community. Bill was a vocal advocate for an increased role of congregation grew in size and influence in the community. Bill was a vocal advocate for an increased role of 
women in church leadership positions. He was a friend to many in the LGBTQ community.women in church leadership positions. He was a friend to many in the LGBTQ community.

Bill helped found and lead organizations dealing with remedial education for disadvantaged youth, Bill helped found and lead organizations dealing with remedial education for disadvantaged youth, 
transitional housing for the mentally challenged, shelter for the homeless, historical and cultural transitional housing for the mentally challenged, shelter for the homeless, historical and cultural 
preservation and ecumenical and interfaith relations. Bill helped establish the annual Chambersburg Area preservation and ecumenical and interfaith relations. Bill helped establish the annual Chambersburg Area 

Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial and Holocaust Memorial Services. He co-chaired the Franklin Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial and Holocaust Memorial Services. He co-chaired the Franklin 
County Letterkenny Chapel Veterans and 9/11 Memorial in Chambersburg.County Letterkenny Chapel Veterans and 9/11 Memorial in Chambersburg.

In addition to an abundance of humility and kindness, those of us who had the In addition to an abundance of humility and kindness, those of us who had the 
privilege of working with him quickly understood that he had a first-rate intellect privilege of working with him quickly understood that he had a first-rate intellect 
and an encyclopedic knowledge of Middle East history. He graduated summa and an encyclopedic knowledge of Middle East history. He graduated summa 
cum laude from Williams College and earned a master’s degree in Education at cum laude from Williams College and earned a master’s degree in Education at 
Harvard and a Ph.D. in scripture at Union Theological Seminary in New York. Harvard and a Ph.D. in scripture at Union Theological Seminary in New York. 
However, Bill was not a person who lived in his head. He was a person of the However, Bill was not a person who lived in his head. He was a person of the 
heart.heart.

Bill’s vision for ministry and the world was synchronized with God’s vision. Bill’s vision for ministry and the world was synchronized with God’s vision. 
He sought and was able to bring people from a wide variety of backgrounds and He sought and was able to bring people from a wide variety of backgrounds and 
theologies to work for God’s purposes on earth. He was dismayed by polarization theologies to work for God’s purposes on earth. He was dismayed by polarization 
and division whether it was in the PCUSA or our nation. He never gave up faith and division whether it was in the PCUSA or our nation. He never gave up faith 
and hope that God would use the PCUSA as an instrument for reconciliation, and hope that God would use the PCUSA as an instrument for reconciliation, 
especially in the Middle East.especially in the Middle East.

For Bill’s big heart, filled with love for all; for his commitment to a ministry For Bill’s big heart, filled with love for all; for his commitment to a ministry 
of reconciliation; for his commitment to respecting the world’s major religions; of reconciliation; for his commitment to respecting the world’s major religions; 
we give thanks to God!we give thanks to God!

This celebration of ministry was funded by Presbyterians for Middle East Peace.This celebration of ministry was funded by Presbyterians for Middle East Peace.
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EDITOR’SOUTLOOK

For all the saints

things not seen. I need All Saints’ Day this 
year because I need that great cloud of 
witnesses to speak from the grave and tell 
me that there is more than meets the eye 
this year. God’s liberation comes after the 
plagues. Weeping lingers for a night, but 
joy comes in the morning. The home of God 
is among mortals. Every tribe and nation 
will unite in heavenly worship. Death does 
not have the last word and evil gets sent 
packing. I need to know the end of the story 
so that I can try to be faithful in this long 
and difficult chapter of it.

I wish I had more certainty that the 
rancor of this season would be transformed 
into reconciliation. I wish that our world did 
not demonstrate the depth and breadth of 
sin with such variety and skill. I wish the 
good news got more airtime and that evil 
was less resilient and relentless. But that 
great cloud of witnesses assures me of 
things hoped for and by their 
faith I can do the next thing 
I have to do, with my whole 
heart and even sometimes 
find delight in doing it.

Grace and peace,

Jill

I need All Saints’ Day 
this year because I 

need that great cloud 
of witnesses to speak 
from the grave and 
tell me that there is 
more than meets the 

eye this year.

ALL SAINTS’ DAY FEELS ESPECIALLY IMPORTANT THIS 

YEAR. Perhaps the loss of so many lives to the coronavirus makes 
remembering those who entered the Church Triumphant particularly 
meaningful. Maybe I want a robust All Saints’ Day because so many 
memorial services and funerals could not take place in the full ways 
those departed children of God deserved and we needed. I know I need 
space to both mourn and rejoice with abandon, lamenting death but also 
celebrating the gift of life. All of these yearnings surface this year, but 
what I long for the most is a sense of perspective, a reminder of the long 
arc of history, the witness of people who came before me and kept the 
faith even under extraordinary circumstances. I need to hear the stories 
of disciples who weathered storms, made mistakes, took risks, failed or 
succeeded, but in all of it attempted to run the course set before them.

I want to hear that passage from Hebrews again, that litany of “by 
faith” that includes Moses and Rahab, God’s servants with checkered 
pasts and less-than-impressive credentials. People who endured 
exploitation and violence, plagues and floods, dysfunctional families 
and unimaginable loss. Their stories tell God’s story, a messy mix of 
divine and mundane, often indistinguishable at the time, even to the 
main characters. All Saints’ Day brings us face to face with the reality 
that discipleship does not entail certainty so much as hope, faithfulness 
not marked by confidence so much as trust. By faith we get up each day 
and try to follow Jesus, try to emulate Christ, try to enact something akin 
to love even when evil appears unstoppable.

A few months ago, I discovered a quote from the medieval mystic 
Meister Eckhart. Having struggled through some of his writings in 
graduate school, this quote embodied a clarity I did not recall Eckhart 
employing very often. Eckhart wrote, “Wisdom consists in doing the 
next thing you have to do, doing it with your whole heart, and finding 
delight in doing it.” I printed it out and taped it to my computer screen. 
In a year of relentless upheaval, upended routines, grief upon grief, I 
desperately wanted wisdom and the thought of simply doing the next 
thing I needed to do brought relief. Do not consider two weeks from now 
or 10 months in the future, just do the next thing you must do: write the 
sermon, clean the kitchen, make a dentist appointment. Just the next 
thing, do that and with my whole heart. Be fully present and attentive 
to that next thing. These two tidbits of mystical methodology I could 
manage. The third part proved a greater challenge: find delight in that 
needed-to-be-done next thing. Delight will not be the word of 2020. Did 
Moses delight in going to Pharaoh? Did Rahab delight in putting herself 
in danger?

Delight in doing the next thing with all our heart comes, I think, 
only by faith, that assurance of things hoped for and conviction of 
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at a glance
NEWS briefs

PRESBYTERIAN 
CHURCH 

(U.S.A.) AND 
THE EPISCOPAL 

CHURCH 
CONTINUE OPEN 

DIALOGUE

(OGA) The conversations between the two 
denominations go back more than 20 years. In the 
1960s, former stated clerk of the General Assembly 
of the United Presbyterian Church in the United 
States of America (UPCUSA), Eugene Carson Blake, 
initially called for closer collaboration and dialogue 
among American denominations for “truly catholic, 
truly reformed, and truly evangelical” fellowship of 
churches. The first official bilateral dialogues between 
the two ecclesial communions began in 2000.

The first round of the dialogue resulted in an 
11-point agreement between the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.) and the Episcopal Church that was ratified in 
2008 by both bodies. The second and third rounds of 
the dialogue grew out of the first conversations.

“While several of these points were statements 
of recognition and affirmation of one-ness, other 
points called upon the two parties to continue to 
seek common understanding and common action. 
The second round of dialogue devoted much energy 
to issues of oversight, episcope, orders of ministry, 
and the understanding of ordination,” said ruling 
elder Anne Wainstein Bond, PC(USA) co-chair. 
“This current round was given a mandate to address 
full communion/orderly exchange of ministers, the 
meaning of membership in these bodies, and the 
role that issues of race and class have played in our 
understandings of church and our work of ministry 
and reconciliation.”

Representatives from the PC(USA) and the 
Episcopal Church are continuing efforts to find ways 
to work together in shared mission. The third round 
of the Episcopal-Presbyterian Bilateral Dialogues met 
recently via Zoom to discuss ways to “deepen ties and 
work together.”

Dianna Wright, interim director of ecclesial and 
ecumenical ministries in the Office of the General 
Assembly, says the pandemic also factored into the 
conversation.

“The Dialogue members agreed that their churches 
are in a season of upheaval due to the scourge of 
COVID-19 and increased awareness of long-standing 
problems of racial inequity and other injustices in our 
society,” said Wright. “At a time when our individual 
faith communities are struggling to be Christ in the 
world, while stripped of our usual tools of ministry, we 
are challenged to seek out the critical core of what it 
means to be the church.”

Donald J. McCoid, retired bishop in the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in America (ELCA), was a special 
guest during the gathering.

“McCoid was a key figure in working out the 
agreement for full communion between the Episcopal 
and ELCA churches,” said Wright. “He worked on the 
Formula of Agreement with the PC(USA) and some 
of their full communion partners. McCoid shared his 
experience in ecumenical outreach and the challenges 
inherent in that ministry. He also shared his insights 
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concerning the particular issues facing Episcopalians 
and Presbyterians engaged in that work.”

PC(USA) representatives at the dialogue also 
included Neal Presa (co-vice chair), Terri Ofori, 
Christian Boyd, Robert Foltz-Morrison, Brooke Pickrell 
and Brian Entz. Wright served as staff liaison. The 
Episcopalian team was led by Eugene Sutton, bishop of 
the Episcopal Diocese of Maryland.

“Both churches are desirous for closer relationship by 
trying out a limited exchange of our ordained ministers, 
as authorized by our respective regional councils 
(presbytery for us and diocese for Episcopalians),” said 
Presa. “Second, we have deepened exploration and 
discussion on that two-word phrase: full communion. 
We certainly are not there yet until we can mutually 
reconcile our ordained offices, but this proposal for 
limited exchange of ordained ministers takes a major 
step forward towards that future.”

“The ultimate goal for this third round would be 
a greater sense and deeper appreciation that we as 
Episcopalians and Presbyterians have always been 
part of the same family but with distinctive practices, 
and that ministry at the local and regional levels have 
been quite flexible in being a part of God’s mission 
in the world through joint ecumenical collaboration, 
and in some cases, living out what it means to be full 
communion partners on the ground even when it wasn’t 
official policy from the national levels of both churches,” 
said Presa.

The Bilateral Dialogue will convene again via Zoom in 
February and is scheduled to hear from theologian Amy 
Plantinga Pauw of Louisville Presbyterian Theological 
Seminary, who will discuss her recent book on a wisdom 
ecclesiology and how churches live out witness and 
mission in a 21st century context of great challenge.

“We will further discuss and refine the proposal for a 
limited exchange of ordained ministers,” said Presa. “All 
of this will be done in the context of worship, of prayer, 
and of open, collegial, sacred conversations!”

– Rick Jones

FIVE CHURCHES COMPLETE 
MISSION TO CLEAR 
MILLIONS IN MEDICAL DEBT 
FOR MORE THAN 1,000 
HOUSEHOLDS IN MINNESOTA 
AND WISCONSIN
(PNS) In a year like no other, five faith communities 
in southeastern Minnesota have worked together to 
clear more than $2 million in medical debt for 1,057 
households in Minnesota and Wisconsin.

LOOKCLOSER

SOURCE: BARNA, 2020.

IN THE LAST 
MONTH, HAVE 

YOU OR ANOTHER CHURCH 
STAFF MEMBER PREACHED ON 

THE TOPIC OF MENTAL HEALTH 
OR EMOTIONAL HEALTH?

70 years ago — October 9, 1950

“Word has been received here of the almost complete 
destruction of Chosen Christian University, a Presbyterian 
institution which, with an enrollment of 1,300 students, 
was South Korea’s second largest university. The report 
came from Navy Lieutenant Horace G. Underwood, 33, 
who until the invasion of South Korea was a teacher 
at the institution. Mr. Underwood is a grandson of the 
university’s founder. He asked for and received permission 
to go on immediate active duty as a naval reservist after 
the war in Korea began. Lieutenant Underwood, serving 
with a Marine reconnaissance unit, got within sight of the 
university’s wrecked buildings, according to an Armed 
Services report from Seoul. Enemy forces, however, 
were still in the area and American artillery fire was 
hitting the school’s ruined buildings. The same report 
from Korea told of the Marines finding a small ruined 
Roman Catholic church a short distance from Seoul.”

From the news article, “Chosen University is destroyed” by Religious 
News Service. A sidebar note by the editor reads: “In the Oct. 2 
issue of Time magazine … a graphic story of Horace Underwood’s 
part in this affair is told. Last year his mother was killed, while 
entertaining friends at tea, when she was called to the door by 
two Korean Communists. The son conducted the funeral service.”

40%
YES

56%
NO

AS OF  
AUGUST 17, 2020, 
PROTESTANT 
PASTORS SAY:

4%
CAN’T 

RECALL
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“Even little churches in small towns can make a big 
impact in their communities,” said Rachel Rosendahl, 
pastor of Grace Presbyterian Church in Winona, 
Minnesota, one of the churches involved in the 
ecumenical medical debt-forgiveness fundraising.

In addition to Rosendahl at Grace Presbyterian, 
Danielle Bartz, First Congregational Church of Winona, 
(United Church of Christ); Michael Short, Central 
Lutheran Church, (Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America); Jeff Franko, Cedar Valley Lutheran Church, 
(ELCA); and Corrine Haulotte, Lutheran Campus Center 
of Winona, (ECLA), form the interdenominational 
“Tuesday morning group.” They meet together on 
Tuesdays — virtually during the pandemic — to study 
Scripture and share ideas for ministry and mission.

The pastors say their congregations stepped up, 
reaching the $15,000 fundraising goal by mid-July. 
Once the funds were raised, the churches partnered 

with the New York-based RIP Medical Debt, a 
nonprofit with expertise in finding and purchasing 
medical debt in bulk for a fraction of its original cost. 
By creating a campaign through RIP Medical Debt, 
more than $2 million in medical debt was purchased 
and forgiven through the collaborative fundraising of 
these faith communities.

“We are so thankful for the overwhelming generosity 
of our churches,” said Franko. “Clergy may have a lot of 
ideas, but it is our congregations that make them real. 
They gave from their abundance, knowing that they will 
likely never know whose life they were changing.”

RIP Medical Debt targets the portfolios for those in 
or near poverty level, using donors’ funds to wipe out 
medical debt, beginning with those who need it the 
most. The debt is erased millions of dollars at a time for 
pennies on the dollar.

– Tammy Warren

BOOKMARK

REVELATION
Joseph L. Mangina
Brazos Press, 272 pages

During this global pandemic, many have used apocalypse to describe what is happening. Some have 
been Christian, but many using the term have no religious affiliation. Apocalypse, as understood 
in general culture, refers to some cataclysmic event signaling that the end of the world is at hand. 
More astute commentators point out “unveiling” is a more accurate rendering of apocalypse. The 
challenge at hand, they argue, is discerning what precisely is being unveiled and what we must do 
in response. Still, if ever a word were extracted from its biblical context and used for wildly different 
purposes with contradictory meanings, it is this one.

Though readings from Revelation rarely appear in the common lectionary, pastors do well to 
engage thoughtfully in the cultural conversation with their members and others who are swept 
up in fear or anxiety fueled by common misunderstandings of Revelation. I recommend a close 
reading of Joseph Mangina’s commentary, along with “Reversed Thunder” by Eugene Peterson and 
“Apocalypse” by Jacques Ellul. Each is an older commentary that remains a reliable theological 
guide, (though Ellul is characteristically an outlier). Peterson, as pastor-poet, relentlessly reminded 
us that language matters. Ignorance is never bliss, especially during a global pandemic and racial 
uprising. There is a great deal of it on display during this surreal world of 2020. Mangina says “if we 
are to hear this language rightly, we must grasp that for the early Christians the primary content of 
God’s apocalypse is none other than this Son of Man himself. A properly theological understanding 
of apocalypse begins when we learn to use the term with christological inflection.” This commentary 
is theological, and in that sense pastoral. It encourages the church to look closely at the revelation of 
God and the practices of following the Lamb of God slain before the foundation of the world.

— ROY W. HOWARD, Outlook book editor
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CARTER-WESTMINSTER UNITED  
PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH —  
SKOKIE, ILLINOIS

I am a totally blind individual from birth — no color and no light perception. With immense pride I 
would like to share that I feel wanted, needed and loved – and no longer socially isolated – due to the 
support of my church family. I am part of the alto section in the chancel choir under the leadership of 
music director Pat Radosavljevic. Whenever needed, church pianist George Radosavljevic leads me to 
the piano to play a prelude or postlude. Frequently, Lindsay Mecher, alto section leader, comes to my 
home to help with memorizing hymns and rehearsing music. Pastor Kenneth Hockenberry encourages 
me to read in Braille Scripture passages for special celebrations. After every Sunday worship service, he 
makes sure to exchange a few words with me while shaking my hand.

My church family feels proud of me as an open water swimmer in Lake Michigan, and as a Suzuki piano 
teacher for sighted and blind children.

From the depth of my heart, I pray that Carter-Westminster serves as an inspirational model for 
Presbyterian church families nationwide. Let’s give “disabled” church members a chance to contribute 
each in their own unique way!

— F. HEIDI MUSSER

* PLEASE NOTE: This piece and 
accompanying images were 
submitted pre-pandemic.

A congregation in Oregon got a real 
chuckle out of the announcement 

in the bulletin: “Next Wednesday the 
women of the church have cast off 

clothing of every size and kind. 
They may be seen in the 

basement on Tuesday 
afternoon.”

THEY SAID

“I think people are really thirsty 
for connection, community, 

meaning, purpose, inspiration, hope — 
you know, the kinds of things that are the 

business of religions to provide.”

– Rabbi Lizzi Heydemann, on adapting 
High Holy Days services during 
COVID-19 (reported by Religion 

News Service)

PRESBYTERIANS 
IN ACTION

A Presbyterian church in Topeka, Kansas, runs 
classified ads in their colorful newsletter. One 
ad makes a plea for Sunday school teachers to 
educate their youth. Another ad pushes a nine-

lesson class on money management that 
includes learning the basics of budgeting, 

managing debt, planning for the 
future and more.

Share your 150-word story of “what’s 
right” with the Outlook by emailing it 

to submissions@pres-outlook.org.

what’s

about
my

right
church?

 by Marj Carpenter

IN THIS
CORNER
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Election season prayer
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by Jill Duffield

Lord of all, Lord of conscience, Lord of 
love, we lament the state of our life together. 
We sow division rather than seek unity. We 
demonize instead of love one another. How 
did we get to this place? How will we ever 
bridge the gaps between us? Where do we go 
from here? 

We know, gracious God, that we cannot 
mend all the torn places in the fabric of our 
country. The rips are too big, the ongoing 
pulling apart too strong. We know, too, 
almighty God, that nothing is impossible 
for you. You bring close those far off from 
you and those far apart from each other. 
You promise to do abundantly more than 
we can ever hope or imagine. You call us to 
bold ministries of repair and reconciliation, 
justice and mercy. You command us to love 
our neighbors, love our enemies, love in ways 
inexplicably and immeasurably powerful 
through your Spirit. 

As we vote and wait, pray and work, may 
we follow Jesus Christ so closely that we 
cannot help but see him everywhere and in 
all people. Pour out your power, show us your 
way, turn us toward you and heal our nation. 
In Christ’s name we pray, amen.  
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by Ken Evers-Hood
Holy friends
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“WHAT IF YOU CAME OUT OF THIS 
PANDEMIC STRONGER AND MORE 
FAITHFUL THAN WHEN YOU BEGAN?”

That was the question I posed to the 
congregation as we embarked on a project to 
transform our board of deacons from a problem-
oriented ministry to one inspired by the concept 
of holy friendship, as dean of Duke Divinity School 
L. Gregory Jones has written, “Holy friends 
challenge the sins we have come to love, affirm 
the gifts we are afraid to claim and help us dream 
dreams we otherwise would not dream.” In holy 

friendship, we open ourselves to an honesty that 
is critical to our growth but can be uncomfortable 
for us to hear.

I serve a mid-size Presbyterian congregation 
just outside of Portland, Oregon. Our deacons are 
ordained volunteers serving three-year, elected 
terms. We divide the congregation into parishes, 
and the job of each deacon is to care for their 
parish. For the most part, this has meant checking 
in with them on a monthly basis. Our deacons are 
excellent at providing care for people when they 
experience challenges. A death in the family? No 
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problem. A truckload of lasagnas will soon arrive. A 
new baby? Fantastic. Better think about purchasing 
a second refrigerator, because you are about to 
have more baked ziti than you know what to do 
with. But what about when everything is mostly 
OK? What about when life is boring and stable 
(even in the midst of a pandemic)? Our deacons 
haven’t really had much to offer — and, perhaps 
sensing this, many in their parishes would only 
respond when they truly needed help. Our deacons 
felt disconnected, lacking 
in purpose and almost 
perversely excited when 
a family would experience 
a challenge, because then 
the deacon might actually 
be able to help.

Several events have 
come together to help 
us make a powerful 
shift. In 2019 I earned 
my Associate Certified 
Coach credential from the 
International Coaching 
Federation (ICF) through 
the Hudson Institute of 
Coaching. In this intense 
program, I built upon many 
of the skills I’ve already 
developed as a pastoral 
caregiver to create spaces 
for people in which they 
could discover a vision of 
their inspired future and 
craft a plan to live into 
this dream. Through the art of active listening and 
asking beautiful questions, good coaches lead from 
behind, helping create spaces in which their clients 
discover for themselves what it is they are truly 
being called to in their particular season of life. This 
kind of coaching actualizes in the flesh the idea of 
holy friendship.

In the fall of 2019, I started to train our deacons 
in the deep listening skills that coaching and holy 
friendship demand. I educated them in ICF’s 
core competencies: understanding the ethics of 
listening, establishing trust, maintaining curiosity, 

listening actively, asking powerful questions, 
creating awareness and, when appropriate, helping 
a member to develop plans and thinking through 
managing future progress. I devoted significant 
time to identifying appropriate boundaries and 
how to identify when a conversation was shifting 
away from a coaching conversation to something 
more appropriate for a therapist, a pastor or a 
mentor. The only way to learn these skills is to 
practice them. At every deacon meeting, I asked 

two deacons to serve as 
coach-like holy friends and 
two deacons to share an 
area they were interested 
in learning or growing. For 
10 minutes we watched 
as one deacon created a 
beautiful space in which 
another could explore their 
hopes, dreams and fears. 
People were surprised by 
both tears and laughter. 
These were not the kind 
of stale business meetings 
most of us dread in the 
church. These were 
engagements in which the 
presence of the Holy Spirit 
was palpable.

How to engage the 
congregation? Initially, 
my idea was to invite 
congregants who were 
interested to engage 
individually with deacons 

in a holy friendship modeled on the typical coaching 
engagement of six to eight meetings over a three-
month period. Many were extremely nervous 
about the prospect of meeting with members one 
on one. I also had my doubts about how many of 
our congregants would be willing to risk entering 
into a relationship like this without really knowing 
what they were getting themselves into. Then, the 
Spirit again interceded in a way I could not have 
predicted. In December of 2019 I received training 
in a group coaching model in which two coaches 
moderate a group of up to eight participants. 

These were 
not the kind of 
stale business 
meetings most 
of us dread in 
the church. 
These were 

engagements 
in which the 

presence of the 
Holy Spirit was 

palpable.
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When I pitched this idea to the deacons, they 
were sold. Working as a team felt much less 
frightening than working alone.

At the start of 2020 we were planning 
on launching in the fall, but with the onset 
of COVID-19 we realized we had a unique 
opportunity. We believed that the need for 
connection and for imagining a positive, Spirit-
led future was more important now than 
ever before. And so, while we all would have 
enjoyed more opportunity for training, we 
launched our first holy friends group in May. 
Our holy friend moderators follow the Hudson 
group coaching structure that provides a clear 

path for how to best use an hour and a half that 
allows time for each person to check in and out, 
two 20-minute coaching sessions and time 
for the group to ask their questions and offer 
their wisdom as well. I sit in on each meeting 
with my microphone on mute and not sharing 
my screen. I am simply there to observe the 
deacons, and what I have seen has blown me 
away. From the very beginning these individuals 
shared with courage and vulnerability, and this 
space has been one of the brightest lights in 
this very difficult time. I asked the members 
of this group to share their experience. Here is 
what some of them had to say:

Being a coach for holy friends has been a voyage to someplace I wasn’t 

expecting. I thought it was going to be a smaller space. The sharing 

from the group members has been deep. It has wandered in surprising 

directions. I mentioned to my co-leader that it has morphed from 

something that I thought would be mechanical and change-driven 

into more of an exploration. I also feel there was heartfelt support 

and caring offered by all the group members to one another. As a 

coach, I have learned to listen attentively and to be curious. I want 

to bring this kind of listening into other spaces in my life and am 

grateful to have been part of this. — Sheri Schipporeit

Holy friends has provided me the forum to hold myself 

accountable in a way that would not have been possible 

during COVID-19. What a joy to be surrounded by positive, 

thoughtful people who listen, challenge and support each 

other. I have felt a strength and resilience enabling me to 

thrive during this period of less connectedness. — Judy Nix

As a newcomer to [this church], I am grateful 

to come to know people in deeply personal ways 

through holy friends. What a gift to have such 

remarkable grounding in this time of distress 

and uncertainty. Thoughtful leadership and 

the intentional format nudge us to explore our 

experiences and dreams, which we share in a 

caring, safe space. I emerge each time with a 

heart full of love for the resilience and strength 

of my holy friends, for their bright minds and 

good humor, for the way I feel nurtured and 

supported by them. — Barb Cleveland

“What a gift 
to have such 
remarkable 

grounding in 
this time of 
distress and 
uncertainty.”

— JUDY NIX
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Everyone 
has been 

vulnerable in 
their stories 

that are 
hard, real 

and without 
judgment.
—  RENE’E JAMES

Holy friends is an amazing group who shows up and dares to be 

themselves each and every session. Everyone has been vulnerable in 

their stories that are hard, real and without judgment. I feel I have 

been able to be a better listener than I was prior to starting this 

group coaching. I am impressed by the emotional and intellectual 

intelligence of these women. I am thankful for the love and support 

this new experience has given to my life. — Rene’e James

Our group has been a life-enhancing gift to me. It is a 

safe venue for authentic connection, personal growth 

and nurturing relationships. I learn from both the 

exploration of my own experiences and also from the 

experiences of others, and the conversations stay with 

me on a daily basis between meetings. I am grateful 

for the process, the leadership and opportunity for 

genuine conversation about the things that matter 

most to our hearts. — Jeanette Beeger

My holy friends are wonderful listeners. 

Sometimes they have experienced something 

similar and sometimes not. But they are 

always careful, empathetic listeners with 

unique perspectives on life. I trust them to 

hear my pain and my joy and to treat my 

feelings with honor and confidentiality. This 

has been a powerful growth experience for 

me. — Lynn Scroggin

If this sounds intriguing to you, I encourage you 
to experiment. While I have specialized training as 
a leadership coach, most pastors receive plenty 
of training in active listening skills and could 
train leaders in how to create the space for holy 
friendships to flourish. I’m also happy to share the 
group coaching model I use, but there are many 
effective ways of organizing the time. Resources 
like Jennifer Britton’s “Effective Group Coaching” 
can provide further ideas and support. The most 
important thing is to lean into our birthright as holy 

friends and help others lay hold of the gifts they are 
afraid to claim and dream dreams they otherwise 
would not. We need as much of that as we can get 
these days, friends.

KEN EVERS-HOOD is the pastor of Tualatin 

Presbyterian Church just outside of Portland, Oregon. 

The author of “The Irrational Jesus” and “The Irrational 

David,” Ken also teaches leadership at Duke Divinity 

School and Portland Seminary. You can find his work at 

thalassaconsulting.com.
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AS I WROTE THIS ARTICLE IN MY GUEST-ROOM-

TURNED-SHARED-OFFICE, THE FOLLOWING 

DISTRACTIONS OCCURRED:

 • Screaming children refusing to do homework.

 • Barking dogs.

 • Lawn mowers outside my window.

 • Multiple trips to the kitchen.

 • Flipped through my high school yearbook after 

being distracted by a text message.

Maybe you can relate to this as many of us have moved 

from working in offices or coffee shops to the “comfort” of 

our homes.

We are experiencing, to varying degrees, these visible 

and physical distractions. Yet, we are also bombarded by 

emotions that might be distracting or that we might be 

avoiding as we are in survival mode and attempt to create 

new routines. “We’re not just working from home, we’re 

working from home in a pandemic,” says Danny Elenz, 

BY KATRINA PEKICH-BUNDY

PATHS TO 
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a LeaderWise staff counselor. LeaderWise, 

located in Minnesota, provides psychological 

evaluations for Committees on Ministry, 

offers counseling for pastors and is a support 

to presbyteries and synods. The counselors 

at LeaderWise have been essential in guiding 

church leaders through this difficult time.

When will this end? What will life look like 

when the COVID-19 pandemic is over? These 

questions are asked frequently and no one 

has firm answers. So much is unknown – the 

stock market, financial security, job security 

– on top of the stress of social distancing. 

These factors can cause 

anger, sadness, grief, 

anxiety, frustration and 

loneliness. We do not 

know how long physical 

distancing will continue, 

or what life will look like 

when it is over. Much 

of the situation is out 

of our control. What is 

within our control is our 

response and how we 

care for ourselves during 

this stressful time. 

How do we lead people 

through a crisis when 

we are experiencing 

the same crisis? Pastors and mental health 

professionals point to resilience during this 

time — an important concept as we seek God 

in the daily chaos.

Resilience is a buzzword with weight. Many 

societal projects have the word “resilience” 

in the title, including Presbyterian Disaster 

Assistance’s “Building Resilience” programming 

and the movie about the effect of childhood 

trauma on the body, “Resilience.” The word 

is buzzing around because studies show the 

significance of resilience, not because it is 

jargon turned popular. Resilience means being 

intentional of how we come out of this, and 

that takes intention. It means self-care, self-

compassion and mindfulness.

SELF-CARE
Self-care, another trending term, is important 

not just for surviving, but thriving. Marriage 

and family therapist Daniel Stillwell, in North 

Carolina, says this about assumptions made 

about self-care: “To be assertive (about self-

care) looks selfish. To be nurturing looks 

self-less.” The assumption in our society is 

that we should all be “self-less,” but we have 

to have a rhythm of caring for ourselves and 

others. As author Frederick Buechner wrote: 

“Pay mind to your own life, your own health 

and wholeness … . A bleeding heart is of no 

help to anybody if it 

bleeds to death.” We need 

to be able to recognize 

our needs, whether that 

is being able to reach out 

to people virtually, or to 

take some quiet time. 

We all have different 

emotional needs, in 

different moments. Once 

we know our needs, 

we must advocate for 

ourselves — which may 

look assertive, but is 

actually acknowledging 

those needs and not 

assuming others can read 

our minds.

MaryAnn McKibben Dana is a pastor, 

writer, speaker and ministry coach leading 

pastors through this unprecedented time. 

She distinguishes between self-care and self-

comfort, a distinction she credits to author 

Sarah Bessey. There is no judgment in either 

— sometimes we need self-care, and sometimes 

we need self-comfort. What is the difference? 

Self-comfort is when we sit on the couch, binge 

watch TV, eat a gallon of ice cream and do 

what makes us feel good. Self-care isn’t always 

comfortable. I think of one of the harder weeks 

for myself during this time. I try to run three 

times a week, but on this particular week my 

motivation was low. The first run of the week I 

convinced myself to run two miles, and take it 

HOW DO WE 
LEAD PEOPLE 
THROUGH A 
CRISIS WHEN 

WE ARE 
EXPERIENCING 

THE SAME 
CRISIS?
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from there. Five miles later I knew the run was 

what I needed. The second run of the week, 

I barely made it two miles, then went home, 

sat down and did mindless tasks for an hour. 

Self-care is part of knowing yourself, knowing 

what you need in the moment and being able 

to advocate for what you need.

SELF-COMPASSION
Recognizing needs and limitations leads into 

self-compassion. Not being able to do the 

things you typically do, like run a marathon or 

have a perfect worship service (not that such 

a thing exists), can make 

us feel low and down 

on ourselves. We aren’t 

able to do the typical 

activities that make us 

feel like life is normal 

but that also may give 

us identity or meaning. 

Think about how many 

tasks you are doing right 

now. Are you working? 

Are you homeschooling 

children? Are you trying 

to be a tech guru? Is 

your spouse now your 

IT department? “Pastors 

are going through a 

really challenging time 

and there is a lot of 

relevance in going easy 

on yourself. This is a 

crisis and I think in 

helping fields we are so 

motivated to be helpers 

right now and be in that 

role for others,” says Elenz. He describes an 

analysis that studied the competencies of 

jobs. The findings included that many pastors 

had 64 different aptitudes to succeed in 

their job — more aptitudes than astronauts. 

“Pastors are already doing so many things 

and wearing so many hats. There is a real role 

right now for self-compassion or grace. Let 

yourself off the hook. Pastors are set up to feel 

inadequate because this is a complex job,” 

he said. Ministers know that they are on call 

all the time and there is tremendous pressure 

involved in ministry. Even when ministers 

leave home to buy groceries, they are still 

pastors in the community.

This study was done prior to the 

coronavirus — prior to all the new pressures 

of technology and balancing work and home 

life that ministers are currently experiencing. 

Elenz reminds pastors (and everyone) that 

self-compassion is 

key. The term “self-

compassion” is linked to 

psychologist Kristin Neff. 

More than self-care, it is 

being kind and gentle to 

ourselves, realizing that 

we cannot do it all.

McKibben Dana 

agrees, saying Scripture 

reminds us that we 

are “enough.” In her 

pastoral care and 

coaching she uses the 

Exodus 16 passage about 

God’s gift of manna — 

remembering that it is 

enough food for one day. 

God has given us enough 

for each day – enough 

time, enough gifts – but 

more than anything, we 

are enough. We have 

to let go of the critics 

in our heads and forget 

the “Ministry Olympics” — our constant 

comparison to other online worship services. 

Our sound won’t be perfect, our video might 

be blurry, our lighting might be off and I 

know my stole is always crooked — but as a 

colleague has said over and over, our worship 

“won’t be perfect, but it will be faithful.”

TO KNOW 
IF WE ARE 

CARING FOR 
OURSELVES 

AND OTHERS, 
IT HELPS TO 
TAKE A STEP 
BACK FROM 
OUR DAILY 
TASKS AND 

TAKE AN 
INVENTORY.



We have to throw perfectionism out the 
window. McKibben Dana says that many of us 
want to be the prodigal son. We do the right 
things and complete our tasks and check off our 
to-do lists. Yet, in this time, our to-do lists are 
never completed. Our job is never done. Monday 
blurs into Tuesday and we moved from the month 
of March to “the endless month of self-isolating.” 
We can make the fanciest online services with 
slides and a light show, and still miss the mark 
on pastoral care. We can focus on doing the tasks 
we think are important, and miss the ones that 
actually are important.

To know if we are caring for ourselves and 
others, it helps to take a step back from our 
daily tasks and take an inventory. Elenz offers 
up three questions we can ask ourselves to 
reflect: What am I thinking? How am I feeling? 
What am I doing? These can help us take small 
steps to care for ourselves, and put us on the 
path to resilience.

MINDFULNESS
A major part of resilience is living in the now – 
being aware and having a meaningful life in the 
present, not in some abstract future – especially 
as our future seems more and more abstract by 
the week. To create meaning we must clear the 
way for the unknown. Stillwell states that in order 
to increase the positive in our lives, we must 
decrease the negative to make space. Mindfulness 
meditation goes hand-in-hand with resiliency as 
we take note of our emotional state. After asking 
ourselves reflection questions, we sit with those 
feelings. We don’t sit in them, but with them, 
acknowledging the pain, and “realizing pain 
doesn’t mean the end,” Stillwell says. Once we 
have acknowledged the pain, knowing everyone 
experiences pain, we can let it go, allowing space 
for other emotions to dwell within us, too.

Many of us might feel raw in this time. 
McKibben Dana mentions that many have been 
protected by privilege for a long time — a topic 
that has come up quite frequently over the years. 
For some this discomfort might be new, for others 

W
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it is a different vehicle for a familiar isolation. 
There are still people who are marginalized 
without healthcare. For those who were already 
isolated and lonely (and especially those 
without internet access), this self-quarantine 
time is especially difficult. There is a growing 
awareness of the increase in domestic abuse 
during this time. The reality of losing a job 
and losing loved ones is a real fear. Also, a 
traumatic time such as the COVID-19 crisis 
might retrigger past traumas.

In his counseling experience, some with 
previous trauma are functioning well, says 
Stillwell, as they have heightened awareness on 
a regular basis — this feels “normal.” For some 
with post-traumatic stress disorder, trauma 
is a constant state. Everyone will respond 
differently. It’s important to know one’s self and 
what one needs in this time.

VULNERABILITY
Perhaps a marker of the resilience in the future 
is the adaptability of the present. For those 
who have been able to turn on a dime and 
make changes (imperfect as they may be) to 
their daily lives, it is important to recognize 
and celebrate. Consider what you are doing 
right, and be grateful for those gifts. McKibben 
Dana also mentions the vulnerability that is 
present in this time. “The curtain has been 
pulled back,” she says. Everyone is working 
from home. A college professor told me she was 
informed Zoom meetings or classes are more 
interesting with kids stumbling into meetings 
and with cat bottoms on the screens. Yet, as 
we laughed and talked, we agreed that what 
made these Zoom meetings most interesting 
was the humanity that was shown, because 
it was relatable. We’re all experiencing this 
together. For those few people who have said 
their lives have not been changed in the past 
months, I’ve wondered if they were honest with 
themselves, trying to deny some humanity. (Or 
perhaps they were living as monastics before 
this began.)

CONSIDER 
WHAT YOU 
ARE DOING 
RIGHT, AND 

BE GRATEFUL 
FOR THOSE 

GIFTS.
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learn more at waynesburg.edu

in grace.

Extraordinary growth leads to extraordinary things.

At Waynesburg University, students make connections 
between faith, learning and serving so that they might 
faithfully transform their communities and the world.

So, the next time your child walks into your 
Zoom meeting, instead of worrying, laugh and 
trust there is grace. When your sound system isn’t 
working or you feel you haven’t even qualified 
for the Ministry Olympics, be kind to yourself, 
because you’re doing enough. As I write about the 
obstacles of working from home, I’m also aware 
that I am working, and that is a privilege and a gift. 
So I will acknowledge the distractions – and even 
give thanks to God for some of them – because I 

wouldn’t be able to make it through this pandemic 
without the laughter and joy of the people who are 
distracting me. When we care for ourselves, we can 
see the needs in the world and be able to respond 
with the same grace and love we have experienced.

KATRINA PEKICH-BUNDY is minister at Hanover 

Presbyterian Church in Indiana. She is a runner and mother 

of two. She blogs at cairnlivingstones.wordpress.com.

WHEN WE CARE FOR OURSELVES, WE CAN 
SEE THE NEEDS IN THE WORLD AND BE 

ABLE TO RESPOND WITH THE SAME GRACE 
AND LOVE WE HAVE EXPERIENCED.
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“I CAN’T BREATHE!” — 

AMERICA IS BEING SMOTHERED BY MULTIPLE TRAUMAS. The COVID-19 
pandemic – which has taken over 200,000 lives in America and thrown over 
40 million into unemployment, is overwhelming on its own. But at the end of 
May, a Minneapolis police officer was charged with the brutal murder of a Black 
man, George Floyd, while other officers did not intervene — a horrific tragedy 
that rips the scab off a centuries-old festering wound of white supremacy. 
The thousands who are protesting illustrate the power of this heinous act 
to bring people together. When the white policeman riveted his knee into 
Floyd’s neck and pushed the air out of him, that cop seared on to the American 
consciousness a lasting symbol of the injustices that communities of color 
have submitted to since their coming to these shores. But it also revealed how 
when marginalized communities are disproportionally impacted by disease 
and unemployment, they find themselves with the knee of systemic racism to 
their necks. It is all of one piece.

IN FOCUS

The 
racist 
assault 
upon  
the 
breath 
of God

by Warner Bailey
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When 
marginalized 
communities are 
disproportionally 
impacted by 
disease and 
unemployment, 
they find 
themselves 
with the knee of 
systemic racism 
to their necks. It 
is all of one piece.

When Colin Kaepernick was seen taking a knee as the national anthem 
was played at the opening of an NFL game, he was doing so to protest 
America’s racist policies — and his days as a professional football player 
were effectively over. When Minneapolis cop Dereck Chauvin pushed his 
knee on George Floyd’s neck for more than 8 minutes, he may have thought 
he was doing his job. However, what he did will be forever a symbol of 
a structure of white supremacy, deeply rooted in our nation, despite 
relentless efforts to be rid of it.

We have heard from many thought leaders, influencers and politicians. 
Their words, with few exceptions, have been wise, honest and challenging. 
I write as a pastor-scholar who searches the Scriptures for what to say to 
guide and nurture the church as we attempt to be faithful to our God in 
this time of trauma. I am struck by how words do not come easily now. We 
are stuck mute by the enormity of our multilayered disaster. Mere words 
cannot encompass it. The reason we cannot put our heads around it is 
because these current traumas sink into a place in 
us that words cannot reach: into our hearts. But to 
my surprise, we do find in the Bible persons who 
speak to hearts that are occluded by trauma.

The writers of the Old Testament used the 
same word for breath as they did for neck. This 
combination communicated in a sharp, vivid 
way how any danger to the neck was a threat to 
breathing. The person who is afraid of drowning, 
for example, cries out in Psalm 69:1, “Save me, O 
God, for the waters have come up to my neck.” 
Other texts show how the neck, along with the 
back, were often the targets when conquering 
armies wanted to drive home their domination. 
In Psalm 44:24-25 the cry goes out to God: “Why 
dost thou forget our affliction and oppression? 
For our neck is bowed down to the dust, our 
body cleaves to the ground.” This imagery of 
domination is meant to be taken literally. It 
informs speech in Isaiah 51:23 where God quotes 
Israel’s victorious enemies “who have said to 
your neck, ‘Bow down, that we may pass over.’” 
That this command is meant to be carried out 
physically is confirmed by what follows: “You 
have made your back like the ground and lie in 
the street for them to pass over.” It is quite clear 
that the captors intended their prisoners to 
become the roadbed for their victory parade.

The memories of the people of God contain 
numerous moments such as this that witness 
to times when they are crushed, shamed and 
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violated. What happened to George Floyd – 
and all the others who have been targets of 
racist belief and action – is of a piece with 
heart-wrenching cries coming out of Scripture, 
charging God with inattention to the plight of 
the dominated. To experience such calculated 
violation of basic human dignity drives many 
to reach the only conclusion available: that 
God has abandoned them. Nevertheless, we 
note with astonishment that these suffering 
ones continue to call out to their absent God, 
as in Psalm 69:13-15: “O God, in the abundance 
of thy steadfast love answer me. … Let not the 
flood sweep over me, or the deep swallow me 
up, or the pit close its mouth over me.” It is as 
if they have no other choice but to hang on to 
an absent savior.

These examples make clear that parts of the 
Bible’s story ring true with the rage over the 
horrific crimes of police brutality piling up in 
this country. Yet, are we not struck with the 
odd behavior of those so traumatized as they 
continue to call out to that One whose failure 
to save compounds their misery? Why should 
they keep calling out? Any answer worthy of 
consideration must also address two current 
questions: Why, in the face of 400 years of 
bondage in North America, should people 
of color persist today in calling to God for 
justice? How, in the face of 400 years of being 
complicit in enforcing and benefiting from 
systemic racism, can white people have any 
moral standing to join in cries for justice?

We know from our foundational creation 
story that humanity only came into being 
when God blew breath into an earthly object. 
“The spirit of God has made me, and the 
breath of the Almighty gives me life” (Job 33:4). 
Breath is all that is required to certify my 
humanity. Therefore, “I can’t breathe” means: 
I can’t be a human. You are taking away my 
basic humanity. You do not recognize me as a 
human being in every way like yourself.

Breath comes from God, and when God 
takes away our breath, we die. God owns 
breath; we do not. Therefore, “I can’t breathe” 
means: To dominate me is to usurp the place 
of God. To dominate me is to assert your will 
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over my right to live. To dominate me makes 
me pay for your future.

Such racist ideology is countered by the very 
act of breathing. Breathing testifies to the God 
who is the sovereign fount of breath. In the 
face of racist assaults on the sovereignty of 
breath, there is only God to whom to appeal. 
Breath keeps us bound together with our 
Creator and Preserver and with each other. 
Therefore, our prayer and protest (“I can’t 
breathe”) must continually be made, even if 
God appears absent or impotent, so that we 
avoid capitulating to the domination of the 
mighty, and so that we avoid forfeiting our 
identity as human beings living in shared air.

This structure of meaning comes to 
quintessential expression in the death of 
Jesus. Jesus died by crucifixion, which, among 
other tortures, deprived him of his ability 
to breathe. With a loud cry he hung on to 
a God who abandoned him. God became 
very small and inferior in Jesus. His worth 
as a basic human being was crushed under 
the weight of both the empire’s dominance 
and religious privilege. As such, it is to 
him alone that people made victims by 
any ideology of supremacy can turn with 
complete confidence, because they are in the 
company of a fellow sufferer. Jesus – bleeding, 
suffocating, abandoned – reveals himself as 
one who knows.

When God raised this Jesus from the dead, 
all supremacy ideologies were upended 
and nullified. One of Jesus’ actions on that 
first Easter day was to enter a room of his 
disciples who were cowering in fear and 
inferiority and breathe on them, saying, 
“Receive the Holy Spirit” (John 20:22). At 
creation God breathed into a clay object the 
breath of life, setting humanity upon its feet 
and commissioning us to a life of fellowship 
and fruitfulness. The resurrected Jesus 
breathes upon frightened, sequestered, silent 
people his breath, changing and recharging 
our lives and commissioning us to be a force 
for love and advocates for justice. In the 
words of a hymn from the Caribbean, “Earth 
can breathe again!”

Our prayer and 
protest (“I can’t 
breathe”) must 
continually be 
made, even if 
God appears 
absent or 
impotent, so 
that we avoid 
capitulating 
to the 
domination 
of the mighty, 
and so that we 
avoid forfeiting 
our identity 
as human 
beings living 
in shared air.
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The Apostle Paul points to that gift of the Holy 
Spirit when in Romans 8:26-27 he addresses 
squarely times like the present one when we 
are at a loss for words. Paul has in mind how his 
readers were forced to feel inferior by the Roman 
Empire’s domination of their lives: hardship, 
distress, persecution, famine, nakedness, peril, 
the sword. This catalog of threats bears down on 
us in our fragility (“I can’t breathe”). In times of 
such emotional trauma, our breathing becomes 
shortened and irregular. These threats provoke 
“sighs too deep for words.”

This condition is engaged by the Spirit who 
“helps us in our weakness, for we do not know 
how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit 
intercedes with sighs too deep for words. And 
God who searches the heart, knows what is the 
mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes 
for the saints according to the will of God.” When 
we do not know what to say, the Spirit matches 
the abyss of our muteness with the depth of 
divine understanding and speech. To this point, 
consider a reading of Proverbs 20:27: “The Lord 
watches over the breath of humans, God searches 
all the innermost parts of the body.”

Thus, Paul comforts us with the assurance 
that God gathers us up when we are under 
tremendous pressure and have gone beyond 
the limits of conceptualizing. Furthermore, Paul 
claims that God responds to our being swamped, 
as things are going to pieces, with that which 
works to our good. This claim fills Paul with awe 
and joyful confidence to persist.

 I am keenly aware that in the context of the 
compounded traumas raging now, statements 
about God working all things to our good can be 
deeply problematic. As the virus rages on, to say 
that God is working to the good will be repudiated 
by many. While this is understandable, I can only 
say that Paul’s statements have moral standing 
only by God’s singular stroke of raising Jesus 
Christ from his evil and unjustified crucifixion 
and our utter trust in the gospel that he is the 
One in whom all things are raised to new life. In 
the light of the gospel, we are both chastened 
by our sorry record of living out its new 
opportunities of abundant life and equipped to 
begin again that commission in hope.

How do we take in the breath of the Spirit? In 
the present pandemic crisis, we are recognizing 
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afresh the potential of worship to anchor people into 
the fount of life and the wind of change. The intelligent 
interpretation of Scripture, prayer, the practice of the 
sacraments and ritual, the rhythm of the liturgical 
calendar and the power of music and movement all 
conspire to give us “breathing room.”

We serve our present crisis by creating worship that 
encourages voiced pain and lament as we bind ourselves 
to the crucified Christ and, at the same time, worship filled 
with eschatological joy from the resurrected-crucified 
Christ, which bursts the cocoon of being frozen in our rage 
or our historic guilt. Jesus, whose torture deprived him 
of breath, is raised to breathe upon us, his spirit-starved 
disciples, and make our hearts glad over the possibilities of 
a future set out for us in the gift of the Holy Spirit.

WARNER BAILEY is theologian-in-residence at St. Stephen 

Presbyterian Church in Fort Worth, Texas, and director 
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Uncertainty.
As colleges and universities made plans for the 

start of school this fall and with the number of 
coronavirus cases rising in many states, campus 
ministers have been trying to prepare — for who 
knows what?

“It’s almost like you are having to guide water or 
sand,” said Gini Norris-Lane, executive director of 
UKirk Collegiate Ministries, the campus ministry 
initiative in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). 
“Things keep slipping through your fingers as 

universities say, ‘This is what we’re going to do,’ and 
then there’s another press release or another email 
saying, ‘We’re having to update this or this is how 
we’ve decided to change things.’ ”

Online classes, hybrid, in person — schools 
are trying all sorts of combinations of these class 
formats. Already, some colleges have shifted their 
initial plans — the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill, for example, started the fall semester 
with in-person classes, then quickly switched to 
an online format after a week of classes, following 
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a spike in coronavirus cases among students. With more 
people on campus, and some students flocking for fun to bars 
and restaurants, some college towns have seen a jump in the 
number of cases.

Through all this, campus ministers across the country 
have been planning for a fall full of unknowns — trying to 
be flexible and socially-distant present, while also providing 
students with a theological sense that no matter what 
happens, they are not alone.

“Set a table, or your desk, or just put a paper towel in your 
lap and join us for a Thursday #ukirk night with communion,” 
UKirk Nashville tweeted in September, inviting students to a 
Zoom worship service.

UKirk at the University of Virginia offered free yoga 
sessions in the courtyard outside Westminster Presbyterian 
Church.

UKirk leaders have convened Zoom meetings in recent 
weeks for Presbyterian campus ministers to share ideas, 
plans, frustrations. Among their concerns:

• Some campus ministries use space in churches or 
have their own buildings, so the leadership must 
navigate rules that colleges and congregations 
have put in place about whether those buildings 
are open or closed and about safety protocols.

• The traditional back-to-school approaches 
for connecting with new students (such as 
handing out food or participating in activity 
fairs) wasn’t possible everywhere. With all the 
restrictions, what’s the best way to reach out 
to new students?

• The pandemic is impacting subsets of students in 
particular ways. Many sororities and fraternities 
are holding rush events online, not in person. 
Resident assistants in dormitories will be on the 
frontlines of dealing with student anxieties and 
safety. International students may be worried 
about whether they’ll be allowed to stay in the 
country or where they could go if they have to 
leave campus. And students who need part-time 
jobs to cover their costs may worry about finding 
work or the exposure to the virus their job entails.

In this time of anxiety, the mental health of students is a 
real concern. Max Hill, who leads a UKirk ministry in St. Louis, 
spoke of the need for a collective “acknowledgment that we 
are communally going through a long period of trauma that 
we are building up in our bodies and in our minds.”

Campus 
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With students trying to socially distance 
from their friends (or assessing the risks of 
not doing so), and with some students taking 
classes online, “loneliness and isolation can 
be a dangerous thing for young people,” 
said Brian Kuhn, executive director of the 
Presbyterian Youth Workers’ Association.

Campus ministers also are aware that 
whatever plans are made at the start of 
school could shift. Some colleges and 
universities already are telling students 
that in-person classes will end at the 
Thanksgiving break; they’ll take final exams 
online and not return to campus until the 
start of 2021. And if students begin to get 
sick, they may be quarantined in particular 
dorms or floors of dorms — raising the need 
for pastoral care from campus ministers for 
students who are sick, not allowed visitors 
and may be far from home.

UKirk leaders also are facing the 
realization – like everyone else in the 
country – that what seemed to be a few 
months of hunkering down last spring now 
could last much longer.

“Everybody sort of thought we could get 
through the spring,” to switch ministry online, 
find creative ways to celebrate graduations 
and support disappointed students forced to 
leave their friends and dorms or apartments 
with little warning, Norris-Lane said. Now a 
new school year is starting, and “if it’s hard to 
get a new student to come to worship or Bible 
study” in normal times, “how do you get them 
to come to a Zoom meeting where they don’t 
know anybody?”

Using funds that otherwise would have been 
spent on the UKirk National Gathering – which 
had been scheduled for late July – the Office 
of Christian Formation in the Presbyterian 
Mission Agency is making available about 
$10,000 for “pivot grants” of about $500 
each to help campus ministries innovate in 
addressing the pandemic or systemic racism.

UKirk leaders have been gathering together 
online to share ideas — also including in 
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some of those conversations youth leaders from 
congregations trying to prepare recent graduates 
to the transition to college or the workforce. 
Among the ideas they’ve floated:

• Involve students in service projects —  
perhaps by having them send care 
packages or notes of support to 
other students or older people in the 
community, or to prepare sack lunches 
for those who are hungry.

• Provide students tools for spiritual 
practices — including those involving 
gratitude, contemplation and 
meditation.

• Get creative with social media — 
for example, following the lead of 
Princeton Presbyterians, a ministry 
to graduate and undergraduate 

students in the Princeton, New 
Jersey, area, which has created a 
#princetonprespupeterians hashtag 
on Instagram, featuring greetings from 
Cora the dog in quarantine.

• Engage with the spiritual components 
of the broader national conversation —  
particularly surrounding anti-racism 
work and the divisiveness connected 
to the upcoming presidential election.

For campus minsters, the past six months have 
pretty much been endless reinvention — with 
students finding out when they were on spring 
break that their schools were going online and 
leaving campus in a rush. (Leaders were “saying 
goodbye in a parking lot as you were helping 
students put stuff in their cars,” Norris-Lane said. 
“You watched your community drive away.”)
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UKirk leaders switched to Zoom lunches, Bible 
studies and study breaks. “Then the Zoom fatigue 
set in,” so leaders reevaluated what to keep doing 
and what to let go, Norris-Lane said.

Some students couldn’t attend evening 
meetings — they were living at home again, and 
that’s when their families gathered for dinner. For 
those staying in apartments, their roommates 
became a sort of quarantine pod. Students face 
all kinds of pressures and sadness: a precarious 
job market; internships and graduations canceled; 
parents losing jobs or businesses; unreliable 
internet access; positive coronavirus tests and 
family members who are ill; and a lack of privacy 
and independence as they moved back into their 
childhood bedrooms.

And for campus ministries, many traditional 
fundraising activities have been set aside.

Now, with colleges reopening, some students 
won’t be returning — they’ll be studying from 
home or taking a break from school. Others will 

come back — and even with rules in place, it’s 
almost a given that some will go to parties and hit 
the bars.

Among campus ministers, “there are plans being 
made and people are being creative,” Norris-
Lane said. But there’s also the realization that if 
a coronavirus outbreak happens, “we’re going to 
have another exodus from campus.”

Despite all the uncertainty, many of the campus 
ministers are hopeful and are looking for new ways 
of connecting with students, congregations and 
mid councils. Norris-Lane is encouraging campus 
ministers to be flexible and hold their plans loosely, 
to support one another and to center themselves 
by “leaning into the why” — why do they feel called 
to this work?

This a time “for deep trust in God, that God has 
something to say to our young adults in college,” 
she said. A time for faith, resilience, hope and 
presence — being there for students, whatever is 
to come.  O
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Where do 25% of young children live in poverty?
A. India   B. Syria   C. Kenya   D. United States

One in four American children under 
age 6 are growing up in poverty. 
They don’t get enough to eat — and 
certainly not nutritious food. They’re 
exposed to violence. They can look 
forward to subpar schools with poor 
educational opportunities. And to 
make matters worse, this kind of 
poverty has long-lasting negative 
consequences.

As Presbyterians, we take seriously 
our faith commitment to be 
advocates for the powerless, 
the voiceless and those facing 
discrimination.

In Matthew 25:31–46, the call can 
be heard to help eradicate systemic 
poverty. We can do this by working to 
change laws, policies and structures 
in our society that perpetuate 
economic exploitation of people who 
are poor. If your congregation 
has the heart of Christ and 
wants to do more to make 
a difference, we’ve got 
the resources to help 
you get started on this 
righteous path.

We invite you to join us on this 
journey by choosing to become a 
Matthew 25 church.

Find out more today at  
pcusa.org/matthew25

Introducing Matthew 25 in the PC(USA):
A bold vision and invitation
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EXPECTATION, 
EXPERIENCES 

AND solutions
by Charles Lee Holmes

There are expectations of the church, divine and earthly. Our human experiences tend 
to not reconcile with the expectations. Divine or earthly. That inability to reconcile our 
expectations and our experience is the root of all evil. But, fear not, there is a doable solution 
at hand. That doable solution is bound by these edicts: Do something else. Do something 
simple. Do something direct. Do something measurable.

We, the church, are the dictated solution to the maladies of our time, and success is 
measured by way of dirty hands. Our dirty hands are the nexus of divine power. Divine dirty 
work performed by divine dirty hands. And the entirety of that divine dirty work is defined 
by one word: Peace.

Peace is the root of all good. Peace is the source of food for the hungry. Peace is the source 
of clothes for the naked. Peace is the source of care of our brothers and sisters. Peace begats 
change. But know this, peace is hard — hard to establish and harder to maintain.

These are fearful and troubling times. The rocks of our society are crying out because 
there has been too much blood spilled. Know this, there is God’s work to be done. For us, the 
church, this is an old fight. We’ve fought for so long with the knowledge that God is on our 
side and that losing is an impossibility that we’ve effectively taken ourselves out of harm’s 
way, turned our weapons of peace into comfortable chairs in the shade and turned it all over 
to God. We may as well cut off our hands.

I do not propose we do something that is too hard to do. I do not call for us to stand 
in harm’s way. I do not call for racism to end now. I do not call for an increase in church 
attendance. I will not call for us to be more inclusive of people who are only different from us 
because they have chosen to love unconditionally. I call us to do one of the smallest things 
a human being can do to another human being that carries the greatest positive impact on 
us and them: wave. Just wave.

Wave at people you see. Wave at people you know and people you don’t know. I suggest 
you begin in your church. Focus on the people who exist outside your pew clique. Just 
wave while you’re masked and socially distant. I promise the simple act of just waving will 
facilitate almost any desired change. Just wave; its meaning is universal — I see you and I 
acknowledge your humanity. Just wave because it feels good to do it. And that good 
feeling is not dependent on your wave being reciprocated. And it feels twice as 
good when the recipient of your wave waves back.

Fear not. Just wave and watch change begin to happen. I promise.
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message that we expect the person to be strong. 
It is better to affirm your care for the person.

“God has a reason for his death.” Such a well-
meaning phrase is meant to give reassurance. 
However, some deaths are very sudden, violent 
or someone has died at a young age. For the 
griever, the death may represent something 
utterly senseless.

With children, it is important to use simple language to 
talk about death. “Grandmama died today. To die means 
that we won’t be able to see her or touch her. I am sad that 
she died. You might feel sad, angry or confused.” Phrases 
like “pass over” won’t make much sense to a child.

Children are helped by participation in ritual. Explain 
what will happen at the memorial service or funeral. If 
children are old enough, they may want to read a poem 
or Scripture. Don’t pressure them to do so. You can ask a 
younger child to draw a picture of some of the things that 
she liked to do with the departed person.

There is no timetable for grief. It can appear out of 
nowhere like a powerful wave, overwhelming the person 
even years later. I heard how friends helped a widow 
after her husband’s death. On holidays and birthdays, 
they called her. On the first anniversary of his death, they 
arranged a meal and shared their favorite memories. On 
the second anniversary, they put two signs in her yard 
saying, “We miss him too” and “We love you.” 
Understanding, accepting friends can help 
us grieve.

Elizabeth and her son, Andrew, had set 
out early in the morning to meet with the 
admissions officer at the University of Virginia. 
Andrew was a high school senior and looking at various colleges. 
The other son, William, had already left for school on the bus. 
When Elizabeth and Andrew returned home at 2:30 p.m., they 
found 45-year-old Paul, Elizabeth’s husband and the boys’ dad, 
on the floor in a diabetic coma. Paul’s breakfast lay untouched. 
Paul was rushed to intensive care, but he never revived. In 
planning the memorial with the family, I asked if Elizabeth 
wanted the Apostles’ Creed as part of the worship service. 
Elizabeth replied, “I won’t be able to say it, so the congregation 
will have to say it for me.”

Though the family’s names have been changed, those days are 
seared into my memory. The women in the church filled the house 
with food. Relatives came into town. People sent sympathy cards 
and made memorial gifts to the church. Hundreds of people came 
to the funeral home for time with the family.

The church was packed for the Witness to the Resurrection 
worship service. Nearly everyone was in tears. When we got 
to the line in the Apostles’ Creed that includes “I believe in the 
resurrection of the body and the life everlasting,” the moment 
almost overpowered me. Affirming faith in God in the face of the 
starkness of an untimely death voiced our Christian hope and 
centered us.

No one really knew what to say to Elizabeth. Lament can make 
us feel uncomfortable both at the time of death and well after. 
Though well-intentioned, we may make unhelpful remarks in an 
attempt to make a person feel better (or to lessen our discomfort). 
Over the years, grievers have told me of some of the comments 
they least appreciated and those for which they were grateful.

Here are a few things that are unhelpful and helpful.

“Let me know what I can do to help.” You want to do 
something to help, but this phrase lays the burden on 
the griever to summon the energy to figure out what you 
could do. It is more helpful to say things like, “I can pick 
up your friends and family from the airport” or “I will do 
carpool for the next two weeks.”

“I know how you feel.” People grieve differently. At any 
given moment, a griever may feel sadness, confusion, 
guilt, anger, regret, thanksgiving or relief. We can never 
know what someone is feeling unless they tell us. It can 
be more helpful to say, “I can’t imagine how you are 
feeling” in order to leave room for whatever is being felt.

“God wanted her in heaven.” Though we affirm life after 
death, a griever may react in anger to such a statement 
because, as one person told me, “God must not care 
very much about me if that is true.” It is better to say, 
“You are in my thoughts and prayers.”

“You are handling this so well” or “You are so strong.” 
Though meant as a compliment, such remarks convey the 
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Leading Lives that Matter: What We Should 
Do and Who We Should Be (2nd edition)
Edited by Mark R. Schwehn and Dorothy C. Bass
EERDMANS, 650 PAGES

Reviewed by Rachel Young

What is my purpose in life? This question haunts not only college students but adults 

in middle age as they assess their life choices. Even those who are retired face this 

question, especially if they wrapped their life’s purpose around the work for which 

they got paid. Helping readers wrestle with questions related to purpose, identity 

and work is the goal of this massive collection of writings related to leading lives that 

matter. Editors Mark Schwehn and Dorothy Bass do not seek to offer answers but wise 

guides along the way, to help readers clarify their own thinking and convictions.

This anthology is organized around seven big questions:

1. What “vocabularies” should we use to “think and talk about 
what makes a life meaningful and significant?”

2. “Must my job be the primary source of my identity?”

3. “To whom and to what should I listen as I decide what to do 
for a living?”

4. “With whom and for whom shall I live?”

5. “Is a balanced life possible and preferable to a life focused 
primarily on work?”

6. “What are my obligations to future human and other life?”

7. “How shall I tell the story of my life?”

Each big question includes a selection of voices offering their insights, whether 

through fiction, poetry, nonfiction, lecture or sacred text. Schwehn and Bass admit 

in their introduction that many of the voices in the anthology belong to the Christian 

tradition or to the “tradition of democracy.” The book has a Western bias, yet 

they also include a handful of Eastern religious writers as well as secular voices. I 

appreciated that authors of color were represented in each of the questions. Still, the 

editors admit that this project is incomplete. They hope “other authors will … add 

resources from other traditions to contemporary conversations about the questions 

explored in this book.”

The strength of this book is that it asks more questions than it answers. The 

selections sometimes disagree with one another. Each piece opens with a brief 

explanation as to why the editors chose it and how they hope readers will engage it. 

This sets up helpful context for each selection and makes this book not only a good 

college textbook but a wonderful resource for Christian adult education courses.

Some of the selections are more readable and accessible than others. Schwehn 

and Bass open with a prologue and close with an epilogue that lay a foundation upon 

which the rest of the book is built. The first selection in the anthology is by William 

James, and while it likely had good foundational insight, I found it difficult to read. 

Slogging through the first piece did not launch me into reading the rest of the book. I 

discovered that this is not a book to be read in order, but to be picked over, choosing 

what looks most interesting or relevant to the reader. Schwehn and Bass start a 

conversation about what makes life meaningful. The answers are up to the readers.

RACHEL YOUNG is the associate pastor of congregational health at Clear Lake 

Presbyterian Church in Houston.
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Faithful Families for Advent and 
Christmas: 100 Ways to Make the Season Sacred
Traci Smith
CHALICE PRESS, 128 PAGES

Reviewed by Lauren G. Cochran

This book is God’s gift to parents, pastors and Christian education directors for 
Advent 2020. Can it be used in church, at home, virtually and in combinations 
of all the above? Check, check and check! Traci Smith gives abundant options 
for people of all ages to incorporate faith into the craziness that is Advent in 
tangible, creative and meaningful ways. Each chapter has a short introduction, 
multiple activities and several prayers to tie it all in a bow. Nothing requires a 
big hunt for elusive or expensive craft materials, and unlike so many resources 
currently available, the theology used is progressive and doesn’t leave the 
reader with a bad taste in their mouth.

You might be thinking, “I don’t have time to read this before Advent or to 
plan things!” Friends, I am that person... and I read this book. What’s more is 
that when I read it, I did not get that sense of impending doom that clouds 
over parents and caregivers during December where we fool ourselves into 
thinking, “I must do all things and be all things for my family and my church.” 
Smith offers grace and guidance: “The effort you make is everything. …  
If everyone gets together and gives one of the practices a solid attempt, 
consider that a win.”

Some of the ideas offered in this book are familiar, and some are new — but 
largely they’re a reminder to me that many of the traditions my family practices 
in our home could incorporate our faith more directly — and I’m a pastor-mom 
who isn’t making these connections! I love that Smith encourages organic and 
thoughtful participation from the whole family, young to old, local to those 
video-chatting in for the tree decoration.

For the church professionals out there, this is a great book to point your 
families toward and for your ministry. It not only has ideas that folks can do 
at home if they aren’t able to come to church (so you aren’t reinventing the 
wheel), but it has nice ideas that could be used for children’s moments in 
worship, Advent devotions at meetings and there is an entire chapter devoted 
to “difficult moments” in this season.

I struggle to find anything that could be improved with this book, but it’s 
possible that if a church could only purchase one resource for all of Advent, 
some more mature readers might want a little more depth than offered here. 
However, the depth from this book comes from the practice and conversations 
it helps create, and the simple questions posed by Smith are good for anyone 
looking to reflect on this season.

I leave you with this good news of great joy: Traci Smith has shared with us 
all (church professionals and families and anyone seeking to have a “sacred 
season”) the perfect Advent gift — an easy to read and enjoyable to use 
Christmas companion. Your family and church family will enjoy using this 
book year after year, so get your copy and bookmark your favorite activities 
to start sharing!

LAUREN G. COCHRAN is a Presbyterian pastor in the Chicago suburbs, mom 

to two kids and one dog, and always wants more snow. 
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Scandalous Witness:  
A Little Political Manifesto for Christians
Lee C. Camp
EERDMANS, 192 PAGES

Reviewed by Jordan Tarwater

Lee Camp rejects the old notion that, in polite company, you should avoid talking about 
religion and politics. In fact, in this concise and punchy book, he traces 15 convincing 
arguments for a Christianity that is neither right nor left, and not even religious, but 
instead a politic — a way of interpreting history and the world.

The real problem with Christianity in America for Camp is its “bastardization.” We 
have failed to see it for what it actually is. In doing so, we’ve privatized Christianity to a 
realm of personal piety that has led to both the denigration of Christian witness and the 
triumph of secularism. Instead of the Apostle Paul’s proclamation of God’s reconciling 
work as a stumbling block and a true scandal to the status quo, Americans of all stripes 
have embraced a different kind of gospel: illegitimate, partisan and unable to speak with 
either prophetic force or truthful authority.

As a remedy for our polarized times, Camp argues that Christianity must reclaim 
its scandalous roots. We cannot ultimately put our hope in a discipleship of American 
nationalism, classical liberalism or the invisible hand of capitalist markets, but rather, 
only in the subversive kingdom of God that presents an alternative way of life that 
moves beyond our convenient divisions.

He writes sharply about the “failure of Christianity in America,” that we are marked 
by our penchant to be “wildly partisan about presidential elections in the midst of the 
late days of an empire; to be ideologically hostile regarding small government versus big 
government; to be blindly belligerent regarding capitalism versus socialism . . . [and] to 
cast aside all other concerns in favor of a government-mandated pro-life policy on the 
one hand versus a calloused rhetoric of pro-choice on the other.”

From his proposition that the “United States was not, is not, and will not be a Christian 
nation” to the assertion that “every empire falls,” Camp traces a careful study – not 
liberal, not conservative and not even some moderate lane between these two ready 
political positions – but a higher standard, namely, the way of Christ. For all of his careful 
presentation of this third way at the heart of Christianity, it can be sometimes hard to 
keep focused on the “scandal” amid Camp’s tone of civility.

While civility itself is hardly a problem in a time marked by so little of it, Camp so 
sharply illuminates the fault lines of American Christianity’s accommodations to both 
sides of the aisle, that the constructive message – that Christianity is not a private, but a 
public matter – sometimes gets lost. If we cannot continue to consolidate the scandalous 
witness of Jesus as either “Democrat” or “Republican,” readers might find themselves 
wishing for a more forceful explanation of how this different kind of politic gets lived out 
in concrete terms, aside from Camp’s entreaties toward an ethics marked by humble, 
peaceable progress.

Though, for both Christians and armchair politicos who are already searching for 
a thoughtful way to transcend our current partisan divide in this election year while 
deepening their engagement with how Jesus can and should shape both our faith and 
our politics, Camp provides readable and engaging arguments that might just change 
your mind about long-held assumptions and will certainly help you to find new avenues 

for hope.

JORDAN TARWATER is the executive director of the Urban Outreach Center of NYC 
and serves as the Jan Orr-Harter Minister of Social Justice at Avenue Church NYC on 
Manhattan’s Upper East Side. You can find him on Twitter @JordanTarwater.
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UNIFORM LESSON FOR NOVEMBER 29, 2020

Love in action or reaction?
by Richard Boyce

Scripture passage and lesson focus:  
James 2:1-13

If last week’s lesson astounded us by 

declaring that “there was not a needy 

person among them” (Acts 4:34), this 

week’s lesson seems all too familiar. 

The CEO of a local corporation drops 

by for a Sunday visit, and the ushers fall 

all over themselves making sure this 

person gets a bulletin, a welcome and 

a pew toward the front. A homeless 

person shows up a short while later, and 

the same group of ushers huddles up 

and discusses whether to call the police. 

How did we travel from a community of 

shared possessions to a congregation 

infested with favoritism, distinctions 

and evil thoughts? Has the Holy Spirit 

called a halt to her signs and wonders? 

Has our love for our fellow believers lost 

its power, and its grace? We end our 

study of love for one another with a very 

practical examination of love in action, 

or reaction.

James 2:1-4 — First things first
It should not be lost on us that if 

the early church had continued the 

miracles of Acts, the temptation toward 

favoritism would have lost most of 

its clout. The fact that early Christian 

congregations began to be filled with 

the rich and the poor makes clear that 

the earlier dream of disposing of private 

property was slowly disappearing from 

the scene. There would be little need 

to preach this sermon about gold rings 

versus dirty clothes if both the rings and 

the clothes had become community 

property to be shared as needed! 

Having traveled these texts on love over 

the past months, we cannot help but 

wonder whether worries over partiality 

and “toxic charity” might be overcome 

by a church that was willing to be 

inspired regarding more systemic and 

structural solutions.

Nevertheless, this is where both 

the recipients of this letter and we 

find ourselves — accepting such 

distinctions in goods as a given, and 

worrying over the influence such 

disparities have on our love. The 

“royal law” according to James is quite 

simple and quite clear: “You shall love 

your neighbor as yourself.” We are 

forbidden from loving our rich neighbor 

in one way and our poor neighbor in 

another. This is what the Scriptures call 

“partiality,” and not only is it wrong, 

but it goes against God’s essential 

character. Way back in Leviticus we 

read: “You shall not render an unjust 

judgment; you shall not be partial to 

the poor or defer to the great ... . I am 

the Lord” (Leviticus 19:15-16). This 

is making distinctions among our 

neighbors and becoming “judges with 

evil thoughts.” Both of these things 

betray a misunderstanding not only of 

our fellow believers but of the God who 

loves us all — impartially.

James 2:5-7 —  

Blessed are the poor

Almost immediately, however, we are 

caught in a conundrum. In order to 

show no partiality toward the poor, 

we must love the poor in a particular 

way. Deuteronomy declares that 

God “is not partial and takes no 

bribe” (Deuteronomy 10:17). But this 

declaration is followed immediately 

by this: “who executes justice for the 

orphan and the widow, and who loves 

the strangers, providing them food and 

clothing” (verse 18). In order to love 

our neighbors impartially, we must love 

them differently. James points out that 

God has chosen the poor to “be rich in 

faith and to be heirs of the kingdom.” 

Some call this God’s “preferential 

option for the poor.” Others simply cite 

this as truly loving our neighbors as we 

love ourselves.

James 2:8-13 —  

Watch out for the rich

Perhaps more pointedly, the writer of 

James reminds readers that the rich 

have caused them more worries than 

wealth, more blasphemies than blessings. 

This is less a judgment regarding 

character and more an observation 

regarding behavior. Those who have 

lots usually expect lots — of the church, 

of the world and of anyone who would 

claim to be leaders of either. James is 

nothing if not practical, and here James’ 

practicality becomes unavoidable. It 

may be understandable why the church, 

like any human community, is tempted 

to cater to the rich. But this does not 

make such behavior either Christ-like 

or wise. Think back on your own life 

and ask yourself this question: Which 

group of people has caused me more 

headaches and heartaches — those 

with much, or those with little?

And so, we end our study of love 

with a call to mercy. James would 

resolutely call us toward both speech 

and action that makes tangible our 

love for our fellow believers — be they 

rich or be they poor. But James knows, 

and God knows, that any community 

that includes human beings will judge 

its neighbors with evil thoughts. Thus, 

we are called toward mercy, for mercy 

triumphs over judgment.

For discussion:

How do we love others impartially yet 

differently? O
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God’s call of Jesus
by Richard Boyce

Scripture passage and lesson focus:

Matthew 1:1-6, 16-17

This week, we begin a series on “Call 
in the New Testament.” We lead 
off with four lessons from Matthew 
focusing on the most essential call of 
them all (at least for Christians) —  
God’s call of Jesus. While, as we 
shall see, this call is complicated 
by the mystery of incarnation (how 
does God issue a call to Godself?), it 
nevertheless (from the human point 
of view) follows the trajectory of calls 
throughout Scripture. It starts this 
week way back with Abraham, and 
then rolls out through three blocks 
of 14 generations each, culminating 
with “Joseph the husband of Mary, of 
whom Jesus was born.”

Matthew 1:1-6 — Genealogy as call
It may seem strange to begin a 
call story with a list of long-dead 
ancestors. You may have heard the 
slogan, “There is no such thing as a 
second-generation Christian,” meaning 
that God’s call and claim on our lives 
is a matter of personal responsibility 
and choice, not heredity. We more 
easily resonate with stories of adult 
callings — through encounters 
with burning bushes (Moses), or 
Damascus Road experiences (Paul), 
or a voice from heaven and a spirit 
descending (Jesus at the Jordan). Even 
Jeremiah’s call preceded his formation 
in his mother’s womb (Jeremiah 1:5), 
not the womb of an ancient ancestor 
hundreds of years before. Surely 
Jesus’ call is about something more 
than genetics and genealogy and 
generations of people long, long ago.

And yet, in the world of Scripture, 
one way to confirm an individual’s call 
is by linking that call to others with 
whom God has been in covenant —  
the longer ago, the better. The God 
of Scripture calls people not only 
individually but corporately and 
communally, down through the 
generations. The Gospel writer is 
beginning an argument regarding the 
identity of Jesus as the long-awaited 
Messiah. We might be more drawn 
to spectacular circumstances of 
his individual birth (that will come 
later), but Matthew’s audience was 
deeply concerned about how Jesus’ 
call connected to their own as God’s 
covenant people. It’s one thing to have 
a great call story connected to your 
life and your generation. It’s another 
thing to trace one’s call story all the 
way back to Abraham and Sarah and 
each generation that followed. Jesus 
will need some sense that his call is for 
the long haul as his life and ministry 
progresses. Fourteen times three 
equals 42 generations.

Matthew 1:16-17 — Women as well
Almost as impressive as the length 
of these call credentials is their 
breadth. While some branches of 
Judaism insist on matrilineal descent, 
Matthew leads off with Abraham (not 
Sarah), and cites a patrilineal link 
in each generation. However, there 
are some women in the list, and a 
fascinating sorority it is! First there’s 
Tamar, who tricked her father-in-law 
into having two sons by her when 
he failed to provide her a surrogate 
(Genesis 38). Then there’s Rahab, 
who risked her life in order to shelter 
and save the Israelite spies on their 
way to the Promised Land (Joshua 2). 
Next there’s Ruth, who used shrewd 

means to secure the protection of 
Boaz, her future husband (Ruth 3). 
Then there’s Bathsheba (though 
she’s not mentioned by name), who 
suffered King David’s assault and 
betrayal, yet bore him the future 
king, Solomon (1 Kings). Last there 
is Mary, whose righteousness may 
exceed that of Joseph (more on this 
next week), who also gives birth in 
ways that are surprising and out of 
the ordinary. Jesus is thus called 
into being by a federation of women 
whose chutzpah puts most of the men 
on this list to shame. So, not only is 
this list inclusive regarding gender, it 
is expansive when it comes to calls 
entailing risk. This Jesus will be called 
to a ministry that will require risk 
every step of the way. It will end on a 
cross. One can only speculate on the 
names Jesus might have recited to 
himself on the way up Golgotha. Were 
they patrilineal: Abraham, David and 
Joseph? Or matrilineal: Tamar, Rahab, 
Ruth, Bathsheba and Mary?

Of course, there’s another twist right 
at the end. Up to this point, all the 
women have been attached to the men 
by the preposition “by.” But in verse 
16, Joseph is listed as “the husband 
of Mary, of whom Jesus was born.” 
Joseph is not cited as the “father” of 
Jesus, for reasons that later theological 
discussions may deem obvious. But 
here, at the end of this particular 
genealogy, the writer may be pointing 
toward a heavenly Father, who has the 
most chutzpah of them all!

For discussion: 
How does your genealogy undergird 
your call? How can risky ancestors 
inspire risky disciples? How does 
God, with us, take the biggest risk 
of all? O
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UNIFORM LESSON FOR DECEMBER 13, 2020

The call of the righteous
by Richard Boyce

Scripture passage and lesson focus:  

Matthew 1:18-25

Joseph, in the call of Jesus, is essentially 

a spare tire. He’s essential, but not 

necessary for the story. But maybe, 

just maybe, this is the right perspective 

for all of us when it comes to our role 

in God’s saving story and the proper 

understanding of our call. Often we’re 

not the most righteous agents in the 

narrative; frequently our greatest risk is 

missing out; and always, thanks be to 

God, we are essential but not necessary 

agents in the ongoing story of God’s 

salvation of the world.

Matthew 1:18-19 —  
Being a righteous man
All too often when we read and preach 

Matthew’s version of the Christmas 

story, we frame it as a story of a 

righteous man confronted with an 

unexpectedly pregnant partner, whose 

situation may make her seem less 

than righteous. How many Christmas 

sermons have we heard about the 

church’s need to welcome such marginal 

neighbors into our fellowship?

However, having read Matthew’s 

genealogy, with the cadre of sisters 

listed therein, we may need to 

reconsider. Yes, as Amy-Jill Levine 

observes, these women exhibit 

behaviors that at first glance may seem 

scandalous. But if you read the actual 

narratives of Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and 

Bathsheba, another possibility emerges. 

Tamar’s father-in-law, guilty of having 

incestuous relations with her after he 

fails to provide her a surrogate husband, 

proclaims that she is indeed more 

righteous than he (Genesis 38:26). 

Indeed, all these women, according to 

Levine, “display a higher righteousness 

than the men with whom they are 

associated: They take action, they are 

guilty of neither crime nor sin” (in “The 

Access Bible”). So, what about Mary?

We are used to talking about Mary’s 

faithfulness and persistence in Luke’s 

account of the birth of Jesus. But now, 

even in Matthew’s account, we might 

reconsider Joseph’s righteousness. 

How often is our righteousness more 

about our own reputation and standing 

than our willingness to join in with 

movements and birthings led by 

followers braver and more faithful than 

we? How quickly do we move toward 

doing things “decently and in order,” 

even when the Holy Spirit has more 

disruptive possibilities in mind? Though 

Luke provides space for Mary to protest 

her role in God’s plan for salvation, 

there is no such protest in Matthew. 

Like the band of sisters we have met in 

Matthew’s genealogy, here is a woman 

with chutzpah!

Matthew 1:20-23 — Missing out
It is indeed true, given the power 

dynamics of the time, that if Joseph had 

not acted as he did, Mary might not 

only have been disgraced but stoned. 

Joseph takes his place in the line of the 

“Righteous Among the Nations” (see 

the list of Gentiles included in the Yad 

Vashem in Israel), people who use their 

power and privilege to protect God’s 

faithful people when they are under 

threat. But Joseph’s righteousness is 

secondary to Mary’s, for whom no 

angelic visitors or scriptural goading  

are provided.

As I read this passage in the middle of 

a season of unrest and fear in our nation, 

as many faithful people are marching 

in the streets, engaging in nonviolent 

protest and seeking to birth a new 

movement in the ongoing expansion of 

God’s just and peaceful kingdom, I’m 

wondering how often I beg off of similar 

engagements due to worries regarding 

“public disgrace” and a desire to dismiss 

such eruptions “quietly.” Yes, Joseph 

is, in some sense, a spare tire in this 

story. But he’s almost, in another sense, 

a flat tire — before he does what he’s 

“commanded.” Spare tires keep cars (and 

movements) moving forward; flat tires 

do not.

Matthew 1:24-25 —  
Essential, but not necessary
Of course, there is another person in this 

story more righteous than either Mary 

or Joseph. This person is now embodied 

in an unexpected fetus in Mary’s womb. 

But this person is also a mover and 

shaker behind the scenes. Remember, 

Matthew has already made clear that 

Joseph is not the father of Jesus. The 

story leads off by saying: “Now the 

birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in 

this way.” (It could have been another 

way!) “She was found to be with child.” 

Whenever Holy Spirit and angels and 

quotes from Scripture show up in 

Matthew, they point to someone else 

behind the curtain pulling the strings. 

Emmanuel is about to be born/called. 

We’re essential but not necessary for 

Jesus’ saving work for the world.

For discussion:
How does Matthew’s genealogy shift the 

story of Jesus’ birth and calling for you?

RICHARD BOYCE is the dean 

of the Charlotte campus of 
Union Presbyterian Seminary, 
and associate professor of 
preaching and pastoral 
leadership. He is a 
minister member
of the Presbytery
of Western North 
Carolina.



Challenge the way  
students think about faith.

Introduce students to the history of the Presbyterian church. 
This confirmation curriculum includes a unit on Presbyterian 

history and doctrine and a robust exploration of the Bible.

“I positively love the videos! They are short irreverently 
reverent, make the students groan, laugh, and THINK!”

—Daniel Davis, Westminster United Presbyterian Church

wearesparkhouse.org/colaborate
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PASTOR
YOKED CONGREGATION
Presbyterian Churches (U.S.A.)
Polson and Dayton, Montana

Nestled in Northwest Montana between the pristine shores of Flathead 
Lake and the towering Mission Mountain Range, the Flathead Lake Parish 
includes two relatively small congregations (Dayton 35, Polson 100) 
composed of dedicated and caring folks who love the Lord. We look 
forward to sharing our vision, energy and talents with a new pastor. God 
has blessed our congregations with a strong tradition of service and a 
caring spirit, and we are eager for new inspiration to greater connections 
and a larger impact as a voice for Christ in this community. We are seeking 
a leader, a partner and a friend who can see our strengths and encourage 
us to move beyond our comfort zones to the places in which God wants 
most to work. Visit us at polsonpresbyterian.org. View MIF #04343.AB1. 
For more information, please contact polsondaytonpnc@gmail.com.

FULFILLING MINISTRY FOR 
BOTH: Imagine a place of fulfilling 

ministry work both for you and 

yours. You’re the pastor of a 

relational, multigenerational church 

anchored in the community, in 

which you and the congregation 

are growing together. If you have a 

spouse or significant other, there 

is great opportunity to fulfill their 

career aspirations with many 

companies to choose from in 

the area including Mayo Clinic, 

Hormel Foods, IBM and McNeilus 

Manufacturing. If that’s your 

vision for ministry, please receive 

this invitation to consider First 

Presbyterian Church in Hayfield, 

Minnesota, a rural community less 

than 30 minutes from Rochester, 

Owatonna and Austin, Minnesota. 

Look for MIF #03940.AD0 on the 

CLC website.

PASTOR. Sligo Presbyterian Church 

in Sligo, Pennsylvania, is a vibrant 

community of believers located 

in the beautiful rolling Allegheny 

Mountains of rural western Pennsylvania. 

We are eager to find the person God is 

calling to shepherd us as we endeavor to 

impact and serve our community. Get to 

know us at facebook.com/sligopc. View 

our MIF #07444.AD. Send your PIF or 

questions to sligopc.pnc@gmail.com.

PASTOR/HEAD OF STAFF. The 

Presbyterian Church in Geneva, New 

York, is a mission-focused congregation 

of more than 250 members. We are 

located in a college town in the beautiful 

Finger Lakes region. Get to know us at 
presbyterianchurchingenevanewyork.

org. View our MIF #11105.AE0. Send your 

PIF or questions to pnc@pcgny.org. Join 

us in ministry as we share a vision for the 

21st century.

Westminster Presbyterian Church United 
of Gainesville, Florida, is praying for a 
SOLO PASTOR to help us be faithful 
to our mission statement: Westminster 
Presbyterian Church welcomes all 
people. Using lessons from the Bible and 
the denomination’s principles of social 
justice, we strive to be a congregation that 
loves and respects each other and the 
community. Our mission, therefore, is to 
share the good news of God’s redemptive 
power through Jesus Christ, guided by the 
Holy Spirit, and to follow Christ as best we 
can. We believe that Christ is the head of 
the church, and, as Christ welcomes all, so 
do we. Trust in Christ as Lord is the sole 
requirement for membership. Located in 
north central Florida, Gainesville is home to 
the University of Florida, flagship university 
for Florida, and Santa Fe Community 
College, top 10 ranked Community College 
in the U.S. For inquiries/MIF or to send PIF, 
email annenewman@att.net.  
Westminster Presbyterian Church United, 
1521 NW 34th St, Gainesville, FL 32605

Rockville Presbyterian Fellowship situated in 
the Suisun Valley near Fairfield, California, 
is seeking a pastor to continue to educate, 
guide and inspire our congregation. Rockville’s 

slogan “We Believe, We Care, We Serve!” is lived through our 
many established community service activities. Please check 
us out at MIF #10926.AA0 and rockvillepresbyterian.org.

PASTOR

mailto:annenewman@att.net
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DID YOU KNOW?
The Presbyterian Outlook offers 

FREE WEEKLY LITURGIES! 
Find this week’s liturgy and 

more resources for your 
ministry online at:

pres-outlook.org/
worshipresources

OTHER: 

BOOKS FOR SALE: Three Bible 

studies: “Prophets In a Minor Key,” 

“Judge Not: New Testament” and 

“Five Festal Scrolls” (Ruth, etc.); and 

“Time to Grieve: Daily Devotional 

Essays (365)” are available on 

amazon.com by Presbyterian pastor 

and chaplain David Crowley.

BOOK FOR SALE: “Ghosts and 

Gold: My Story of Ghost Ranch,” 

by Keith Dean Myers. A concise, 

illustrated, personal account of 

the Ghost Ranch story, written for 

general readers, and for people 

who love Ghost Ranch. Paperback 

and e-books are available from 

online retailers. For more info, email 

kdmoffice3519@earthlink.net.
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I used to think I knew a lot about college ministry. My 
spouse is department chair for a doctoral program in 
clinical psychology. The congregation I pastor sits next to 
UCLA; my most recent pastorate was across the street 
from a Presbyterian-related college. In between, I served 
on staff at Pittsburgh Seminary. Life in higher education is 
familiar territory.

But now, what do I know? Everything is different 
about college, and every college is different. Classes are 
delayed … or online … or hybrid … or in person. Sports, 
choir, theater, orchestra and band are canceled …  
or limited … or all-in. Dorms are closed … or partially 
open … or full.

And things keep changing. Just as campuses planned 
to open, myriad schools reversed 
course. In mid-August, Smith 
and Holyoke Colleges announced 
they would not open for in-person 
instruction. Brown University set 
a mid-October start date for fall 
semester — notably after Brown’s 
president wrote a New York Times 
opinion piece making the case 
for in-person learning to support 
low-income students, revive the 
economy and support college 
revenue. And, weeks after opening, 
University of North Carolina 
at Chapel Hill abruptly shut 
down in-person instruction for 
undergraduates after an outbreak 
of COVID-19. I do not envy anyone involved — students, 
family members, decision-makers, professors, board 
members. There is no perfect answer.

And on top of all that, we have a movement for racial 
justice reverberating across the country. And, of course, 
we are facing a presidential election that portends to 
divide us even more than we already are.

So what on earth does college ministry mean at a time 
like this? In some ways, it means more than ever.

Our value of justice presses us to call out systemic 
racism, and genuinely manifest that Black lives matter.

Our value of compassion requires us to love our 
neighbor – and even our enemy – especially at a time 
when “speaking the truth in love” is urgent.

Our value of care for the vulnerable urges us to tend 
to students who may feel more invisible than ever, 
including those who are isolated from family and friends, 
struggling under the weight of debt or wrestling with 

issues of sexual identity, mental health or a thousand 
other internal challenges.

These values are not just the work of a chaplain; 
they are the mission of the whole community. Even in 
“normal” times, the ministry of church members near 
campuses makes a profound impact — and, in turn, 
they are blessed by the gifts of the campus community. 
On one campus, a member reached out to college 
staff to find ways to connect students to local jobs and 
internships — leading to a networking system far beyond 
graduation. At another school, a number of members 
collaborated with campus sports leaders to ensure 
students felt individual encouragement and the support 
of the local community. And then there are professors 

who are active in local churches — 
including Westwood Presbyterian 
Church in Los Angeles where 
I serve. Their commitment, 
creativity, compassion and 
resilience are remarkable.

College ministry has a lasting 
impact, as I can attest. For my first 
two years as an undergraduate 
at University of Illinois, I was in a 
period of doubt and exploration. 
A religious studies major (and 
Russian minor), I’d set aside 
my literalist understanding of 
Scripture (learned in conservative 
Presbyterian Sunday school), 
and begun an adventure as I 

sought to appreciate contextual, historical-critical and 
multivalent readings of the Bible. I was excited to learn 
much more about other religious traditions, including 
Judaism, Eastern religions and ancient Greco-Roman 
philosophies. I admired my professors’ intellectual rigor 
and integrity.

But in the midst of my seeking, I grew hungry for 
faith. My third year, I wandered into the Presbyterian 
church on campus just to experience something vaguely 
familiar. And there, in the choir loft, were two 
of my professors: Vernon Robbins and 
David Peterson. And suddenly, the 
dividing wall between scholarship and 
faith fell. I will be forever grateful.

College ministry:  
The mission of the whole community

CHRISTINE CHAKOIAN 
is pastor of Westwood 
Presbyterian Church in 

Los Angeles.

Even in “normal” 
times, the ministry 
of church members 

near campuses makes 
a profound impact — 
and, in turn, they are 
blessed by the gifts of 

the campus community.



Advent
devotions

2020
We hear often these days that we are living through 
unprecedented times. Our experience of time has been 

altered in recent months. Our routines and rhythms, milestones 
and rituals, are upended. As we enter the liturgical season of 
Advent, when we are to eagerly prepare for the birth of Jesus 
Christ and also anticipate his return, how will we mark this 

time? What will we do to be good stewards of our time?

This Advent, explore being aware of God’s presence 
in the moment even as we anticipate Jesus’ 

incarnation. These devotions will seek to help 
us recognize God’s kairos time within and 

working through our challenging 
chronos time.

Pre-order today! 
pres-outlook.org/advent2020

*4 weekly sets of 
downloadable PDFs 

(easy to email or 
print) for only $20.*

written by Outlook editor, 
Jill Duffield



St. Stephens Presbyterian Church near Sacramento closed in 2014. But the ministries the church 

supported — such as this food pantry — are still fruitful today because St. Stephens used the 

property sale proceeds to establish an endowment with the Presbyterian Foundation. Assisted 

by the Foundation’s Project Regeneration, this former congregation’s legacy of mission giving 

continues to support the community they love so much for generations to come. 

If your church is ready for such a bold and faithful step, let’s talk. We can help you consider  

your options and how you can be a blessing today and in the future. Contact Paul Grier at  

1-800-843-9547 or paul.grier@presbyterianfoundation.org.

OUR CHURCH 
LIVES ON

Partners in Funding Mission 
presbyterianfoundation.org


