
 

 

 
Go forth into the world in peace. 
Be of good courage. 
Hold fast that which is good. 
Render to no one evil for evil. 
Strengthen the fainthearted. 
Support the weak. 
Help the afflicted. 
Show love to everyone. 
Love and serve the Lord, 
rejoicing in the power of the Holy Spirit 
–Benediction based on 1 Thess. 5:12-28 and Deut. 31:6 

 
Dear ones, blessings and peace of Christ to you.  

This season for us as a church and a community I propose we hold fast to the virtues of 
courage, caring, and connection.  

To help us all with that, I’m pleased to announce more opportunities at the church to safe-
ly come together for worship, fellowship, and spiritual nurture.  

 
Sunday, October 11th and going through at least Sunday, October 25th 

(We hope also Nov. 1st) 
We will be offering 

Outdoor Drive-in Church Service 
10am Sundays 

We'll have a live worship service in our parking lot. You can participate from your car.  
We’re rigging up a radio transmitter so you can tune in, in addition to a P.A. system.  
You are welcome to come if you do not have a car - there will be safely distanced outdoor seating, 
with masks. 

Please arrive early. We’ll have prelude music starting early.  
Please enter via the Marcus St entrance. See the map on the following page for traffic flow  
Parking Ushers will direct you to a parking spot.  
Hospitality Ushers will hand out worship sheets and prayer cards. 
You may roll down the driver’s side windows. You may not roll down the passenger’s side  
window. That way you can take down your masks.  
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Everyone participating outside will wear masks. 
Offering and prayer cards will be collected in a box at the exit 
Do not come if you are exhibiting Covid-19 symptoms, have tested positive, are awaiting  
test or have had recent contact with someone who has tested positive.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We will still have online worship videos for those who want or need to stay home.  
We will still have 11am Virtual Coffee and Prayer Time 
As well as 1pm Praying the Psalms class via Zoom.  
 
 

"White Privilege - Let's Talk" 
Groups are starting the week of October 5th, online.  
If you're not part of a group and would like to be, contact the Church Office.  
This is part of our church’s commitment to anti-racist work.  

Heidi’s group: Tuesday 10:30am-11:30 
Marelu’s group: Wednesdays 6:30pm-7:30 
Adam’s group: Thursday 2pm – 3pm 
Margaret and Nathaniel’s Group, with the Youth: Thursdays 7pm-8pm 
 
 
Covenant Groups 
Two groups are set to start: one in person, one online.  
If you would like to be involved and have yet to indicate that or be contacted, let the Church 
Office know.  
These are small groups for sharing, support, and spiritual reflection.  
 



 

 

 
As part of honoring our church’s 20th Anniversary of becoming Open & Affirming of LGBTQ+ 
identities, we want to offer you a series of webinars that the national United Church of Christ is 
offering about faith and sexual orientation and gender identity.  
This is a way to deepen our commitments! 
See the schedule below.  
After each webinar, we would like to host online discussion groups for our church and wider 
community.  
Please let the Church Office know of your interest by calling 525-8753 (please leave a message if 
we aren’t in) or by e-mailing office@fcchurch.net. 
 
Open and Affirming and the BIBLE  ⎯   Thursday, Oct. 29, 4pm PST 
Just seven short texts from the Bible are sometimes an obstacle for congregations on their jour-
ney towards an Open and Affirming covenant. But there are more than 31,000 verses in your  
Bible! What does the Bible teach about our relationships with God and each other? And how 
should you respond when members of your church have questions about the seven texts often 
used to condemn same-sex relationships? Led by Andy Lang. 
 

TRANS/NONBINARY 101 ⎯ Thursday, Nov. 5, 4pm PST 
An introduction to the diversity of trans and nonbinary identities and experiences. Trans people 
have particularly been targeted by the current Administration, which seeks to roll back their 
basic civil rights and narrow their options for health care. The stories of your trans and  
nonbinary neighbors, their courage and deep faith, will enrich your congregation. Led by the 
Coalition's president, the Rev. Mak Kneebone. 
 

TRANS/NONBINARY 201 ⎯  Thursday, Nov. 12, 4pm PST 
This webinar continues and deepens our understanding of transgender and nonbinary identi-
ties. Led by Kimi Floyd Reisch . 
 
BISEXUALITY/PANSEXUALITY 101 ⎯  Thursday, Dec. 3, 4pm PST 
Join Kimi Floyd Reisch for an exploration of what it means to be bisexual or pansexual, and why 
it's important to welcome and include bi-people in your congregation. 
 

Open and Affirming 201 ⎯  Thursday, Nov. 19, 4pm 
ONA congregations that are visible and public in their commitment to inclusion can grow in 
numbers and spirit. This webinar shares best practices from growing ONA churches, including 
tips for marketing, communication, evangelism and advocacy. Led by Coalition Executive Direc-
tor Andy Lang. 
 
Peace, 
    Pastor Nathaniel 
 
 



 

 

 

 
 

Awake, My Soul: Praying the Psalms  Bible Study Class 

Sundays at 1:00 pm on Zoom 

Join the Zoom Meeting through the internet by going to this link: 
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/86431427696 
  
Or on your phone by dialing:  253-215-8782 

  
You may be asked for Meeting ID: 864 3142 7696 and Password: 326590 

  
 
 

Virtual Coffee & Prayer Time - Sundays at 11:00 am 

Chat & check in with you church friends. And pray together. 

With computer, smartphone, or tablet 
Go to this link:  https://zoom.us/j/638358688 
You may be asked for this password:  586720 
 
With landline or cellphone Dial   253 215-2782 
You may be asked for the meeting ID: 638 358 688  and password:   586720 
 
 
 

 

Sacred Silence Sitting Circle-Today 12:10 pm-12:45 pm 

Practice the ancient art of silent prayer with others from the comfort and safety of your 
home. 

You can sign in or call in via Zoom: 
With computer, smartphone, or tablet 

Go to this link: 
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/86809047475 

With landline or cellphone 

Dial (253) 215-8782 

You may be asked for the meeting ID: 868 0904 7475 and the password: 789390 

  

 

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/86431427696
https://zoom.us/j/638358688
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/86809047475?fbclid=IwAR3qykFZ5GGwvTUjhTaDMR0yUNjoh6PO7wZiszB2WYYrEq3a8iQmSSuB_Bc


 

 

 

 
Weekly worship  service videos on YouTube 

Lovingly produced by our worship team 

You can access them via the link on our church’s website:  www.firstchurchuccww.org 

Or by going to Youtube.com, searching for:  

“First Congregational Church of Walla Walla,” and clicking “Playlists.”  

This link will also get you there: https://bit.ly/36lN27m 

Please keep sending in photos of yourselves or your gardens or experiences in nature.  
We use these for our music montages. It’s a way for everyone to stay connected. 
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Moderator’s Missive 
  

Greetings church family, 

Fall is returning to our valley, and it is bringing with it a variety of 
efforts in our church.  In the coming days you will likely be hearing of 
fresh developments like an October drive-up worship service, our  
annual stewardship drive, covenant groups, book groups, a task force 

that's overseeing possible re-opening efforts in the months to come.  I should also recognize the 
on-going efforts of our committed team that is producing our wonderful weekly online worship 
services, and our facilities team that is seeing to the needs of our building and its grounds. You 
might be surprised how much goes into "doing church" in the face of a global pandemic. 

I want to send out a huge thank you from our church leadership -and to our leadership- for all 
the committed people who are stepping forward at this time to keep our community of faith 
alive and well despite the adversity many of us are feeling these days.  I am going to keep this 
short and turn my attention back to writing the annual stewardship letter.  I am hoping and 
praying that the scores of wonderful people who have shown their support of First Congrega-
tional Church of Walla Walla throughout the years will continue to do so.  I am heartened to 
think you will, because you have been doing so all along. 

Thank you all for being a part of this great community. 

Peace, 
       JR 

 
A Message from the Worship Team 

 
We are compiling a list and taking hymn 
requests for Sunday Services! 

Please reach out with your favorites to: 

Jackie Wood at woodj@whitman.edu  
OR 

Julie Jones at  julskook@q.com  
 

We are looking forward to hearing from 
you and are excited to see your choices! 

 

 
 
 
 

mailto:woodj@whitman.edu
mailto:julskook@q.com


 

 

Greetings from your Deacons! 
One driving question remains from our last Deacons Board 
meeting. Are the nurture and care needs of our congregation  
being met or addressed? Especially in this time of isolation 
amidst this pandemic, we are trying to find ways to stay connect-

ed and caring. Thank heavens for all of our phone tree volunteers making calls, 
Becky Kirtley and Jan Eyestone for organizing this effort and Pastor Nathaniel’s sup-
port as well. Blessings to all those receiving calls and blessings to those making 
calls. 

But are your needs being met? Do you have adequate food, shelter, warmth? Do you 
have access to your doctor? Are your medications filled and accessible? Do you have 
access to transportation when needed? Do you feel part of community and have reg-
ular contact with caring people? If not, please reach out to your pastor, a deacon, 
someone in that caring community. They will not have the opportunity to help 
without knowing of the need. Asking for help can be very hard to do. May God 
grant us the courage to ask for help when we realize the need. Amen 

We are grateful that people have stepped forward to lead small groups! You will find 
access to Bible study/Praying the Psalms, White Privilege class, Covenant groups 
and more. Feel free to join any of these opportunities. If you have not participated 
in the Covenant groups in the past, these groups serve as wonderful support to all 
those who participate and may include a focused discussion as part of the gathering. 
See the Highlights for further information. Do not let the technology get in the way 
of joining in group discussions. Please call on group leaders or the church office to 
help if you are technologically challenged. Especially in these times, technology can 
be so very useful as a way to connect to community.  

Our delightful Prayer Chain Project is currently on hold. Although anyone who has 
started their own chain, feel free to continue. This project will be reintroduced at 
another time. For now, you are encouraged to add Prayer Rocks to the labyrinth. 
Rocks are provided in a basket at the parking lot entrance. Paint your “Prayer” on a 
rock or get creative. Walk the labyrinth and add your Prayer rock to the center. 
Peace be with you. 

Lord, let us lean into you for solace and support in difficult times. And may we feel 
the Holy Spirit in our midst as we dance the dance of joy and celebration as well. 
May each day be blessed with opportunity to serve you. 

          Submitted by Judy Chacon, Chair, Board of Deacons 



 

 

First Congregational Church of Walla Walla 

Small Group Outdoor Gathering 
Requirements 

For pandemic safety 
 

September 17, 2020 
 

1. Groups must be 12 or fewer of people 

2. Small groups may meet OUTSIDE only 

a.  On Church property 

b. In backyards in Church Member’s property 

c.  Under current state COVID guidelines we are NOT permitted to hold church-related activity on public 

  property 

3.  Groups may meet under outdoor shelters without walls 

4.  Participants may NOT have access to the indoor spaces of the church or private residence, including restrooms 

5.  Participants must be masked at all time 

6.  Participants must remain at 6ft distance from each other and refrain from physical touch. 

7.  Hand sanitizer must be available 

8.  Food and drink are not to be served. People may bring their own food and drink in enclosed containers. 

9.  No singing. (Dancing is okay! But with more distance than at your middle school mixer.) 

10. A record of attendees should be kept and shared with the church office. The office will include sign-in sheets. This          

     will include signing off on screening questions before every meeting, confirming that each attendee: 

 a. Does not have a positive case of Covid-19 

 b. Is not awaiting test results for Covid-19 

 c. Has not had contact within 14 days with anyone testing positive or awaiting test results for Covid-19 

 d. Does not exhibit any of the following symptoms unattributed to a prior condition: 

i.     Fever or chills 

ii.    Cough 

iii.     Shortness of breath or difficulty breathing 

iv.     Fatigue 

v.     Muscle or body aches 

vi.     Headache 

vii.    New loss of taste or smell 

viii.     Sore throat 

ix.      Congestion or runny nose 

x.      Nausea or vomiting    

xi.      Diarrhea 

11. People who are 60 years or older, &/or with underlying health conditions are encouraged not to meet in person,                  
      but rather to participate in groups that meet online or over the phone 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fellowship of the Youth Underground… 

Outside and Online!  
We can meet in small groups again! Thursday, October 1st will be our first gathering 
of the year ~ outside, masked and distanced of course. I had thought to have all 
Youth join together for the kick-off of the Fellowship's second year. But at 17 and 
growing, we are too many to be considered a "Small" Group!  
 
Therefore, Middle School and High School Youth Groups will meet separately -- both 
at the Church Labyrinth -- for both silliness and solemnity. Please hold our Fellowship 
in your prayers as we find our path forward in creative and courageous ways!  

      Something to Celebrate! 

Many congratulations to Victor Chacon on his “official”  

retirement on October 1st.  
 



 

 

 

Prayer Rock Labyrinth Walk 
 
“And indeed, we did come together. The smoke cleared and our people gathered, safely, to 
paint rocks with the prayers and blessings we want to offer.  
It was a beautiful day. There was beautiful music as people took turns traversing the  
labyrinth to offer their stone to the center. The center of the labyrinth represents God as the 
heart of our journey, the heart of our community and the heart of each of our hearts.”  
                                             Exert from Pastor Nathaniel’s  September 27th sermon  "Agape’s Anonymous Ambassadors" 

  
  
This is a ongoing “event” Everyone is welcome to participate whenever you want. Whether 
you were able to be at the event or not, whether you’re part of our church community or not, 
you’re welcome to come by to see these stones. We may leave of your own if you like or  you 
may take one ⎯maybe to keep with you a while or maybe to pass on around town.  There’s a 
basket of unpainted stones there by the labyrinth, so you can pick one up and take it home to 
paint.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

Phone Tree 
Stay Connected With Each Other 

 

Want to call others in our church community? Want to receive calls? 

Becky Kirtley and Jan Eyestone have worked with Pastor Nathaniel and our Church 
Council to set up people to call each other. If you want to call or receive calls, give us 
a call! 

Becky at 509-301-0583 
                 Or  
Contact the Office at 525-8753 {leave a message} or office@fcchurch.net  
                 Or  
Pastor Nathaniel  at  608-469-1406 or pastornathanielmahlberg@gmail.com  



 

 

Sun Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat 

  1 2 1 2 3 

4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

11 12 13 14 15 16 17 

18 19 20 21 22 23 24 

25 26 27 28 29 30 31 

              

October 2020 

VOUCHERS 
Please have your vouchers turned in by the  

dates indicated  above. 
Thanks! 

Newsletter Deadline 
Tuesday, October 20 

Please have your submissions in by  
that date 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Trustees Meeting 
Wednesday, October 14th, 6:00 pm 

Council Meeting 
 Sunday, October 18th, 12:30 pm 

Deacons Meeting 
Wednesday, October 14th, 6:30 pm 

  

You can read Pastor Nathaniel’ s sermons in 
his online blog at:  

 https:thedandelionwayblog.wordpress.com  
 Or hear them on our website at:   

www.firstchurchuccww.org. 

  
  
  
    
 
 
 
 
 

 In these unusual times, thank you for your 
continuing support. 

If you would like to save a stamp, we offer 
online giving through the church website: 

         www.firstchurchuccww.org  

Click the Online Giving button and follow 
the instructions. 
 

http://www.firstchurchuccww.org


 

 

Christian Aid Center Dinner 
September 20, 2020 

 
Good News! We are finally back to being able to prepare our monthly Christian Aid Dinners! 
 
As before, volunteers led by Courtney Kress-Van Slyke, are preparing and serving a meal at the 
Christian Aid Center on the third Sunday of every month. For  this meal, they prepared and 
served Teriyaki Tofu, chard, and tomato cucumber salad. 

Currently the process is different than it was. Each meal is placed in a container and the guests 
approach the window one at a time and masked, the volunteers are also masked. 

Many thanks to these volunteers!  

Patricio Morales, Courtney Kress-Van Slyke, Nikki Gryler and Kellen Van Slyke 

Pictured above: Courtney Kress-Van Slyke and Patricio Morales 



 

 

 
    
   
  
  
  
  
   
     
  
 
  

 In order to protect the privacy of 
our members and friends, we do not  
display personal information in the web 
version   
  
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

First Congregational Church 
United Church of Christ 

  
     

    Ministerial Leadership 

    Minister Rev. Nathaniel Mahlberg 
     
  

    2020 Church Officers 

    Moderator  J. R. Van Slyke 
    Vice Moderator Jennifer Rickard 
    Clerk  Larry Frank 
    Treasurer  Kim Croft 
    Financial Sec. Bernie Newman 
    Asst. Fin. Sec. Jonathan Webster  
    Head Usher  Galen Unruh 
    Diaconate       Judy Chacon 
    Christian Ed Susan Greene 
    Trustees  Emily Asmus 
    Mission/Social Concern 
              Heidi McFarley 
    Music  Open 
    . . . and Affirming Open 
  
  

   Staff 
     Admin. Asst. Gayle Kubrock 
    Bookkeeper          Kim Croft 
 Youth Leader Margaret Thomas 
    Custodian   
    Pianist  Jackie Wood 
    Choir Director Julie Jones 
    Webmaster Izzy Sherwood-Reid    
  
     

   Church Office Hours 

    Monday- Friday 
    9 am - 2 pm 
  
  

   Pastoral Assistance 
  Church Office           525-8753 
  Rev. Nathaniel Mahlberg 
                (608) 469-1406 
  
  

   We celebrate our diversity as an  
   expression of God’s Creative love.  We  
   welcome persons of all age, race,  
   gender,     
   sexual orientation, marital status, and  



 

 

  
  
  

Worship Services 
September 6th - September 27th 



 

 

September 6, 2020   

“Look at Your Plate” 

Adam Kirtley 
 

 
OPENING PRAYER        
Holy One, we express gratitude to you, for your love which preservers beyond our times of 
worship.  
In your love, grant us perseverance, to hold steadfast to our convictions.  
In your love, grant us wisdom to know the difference between perseverance and stubbornness.  
In your love, grant us strength to persistently respond to the needs of our world, to give a kind 
word, a healing touch, a drive for justice.  
All this we pray in your many holy names, and the spirit of your Truth in Jesus. 
Amen. 
 
 

WELCOME 
We welcome you in peace.  
May you enter this place knowing God has made you good and worthy of love.  
May you feel safe to bring your light and your love and your messiness.  
Use them to bless our sacred gathering.  
May you in turn be blessed here in the presence of the Holy One our God.  
 
 

STATEMENT OF IDENTITY  
We are a congregation of diverse Christian believers empowered by love and guided by the 
Holy Spirit.  
It is our mission to enable personal Spiritual growth, collective outreach to the community 
and stewardship of God’s creation.  
We are an open and affirming church.  
Because of who you and where you are on life's journey,  
You are welcome here.  
 

 
HEBREW SCRIPTURES          Psalm 119:33-40  

Give me understanding, that I may keep your law and observe it with my whole heart  

Lead me in the path of your commandments, for I delight in it.  
Turn my heart to your decrees, and not to selfish gain.  
Turn my eyes from looking at vanities; give me life in your ways.  
Confirm to your servant your promise, which is for those who fear you.  
Turn away the disgrace that I dread, for your ordinances are good.  
See, I have longed for your precepts; in your righteousness give me life 
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EPISTLE        Romans 13:8-10  

Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for the one who loves another has fulfilled 
the law. The commandments, "You shall not commit adultery; You shall not murder; You shall 
not steal; You shall not covet"; and any other commandment, are summed up in this word, 
"Love your neighbor as yourself." Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore, love is the ful-
filling of the law. 

 
 
GOSPEL      Matthew 18:15-20 
"If another member of the church sins against you, go and point out the fault when the two of 
you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have regained that one. But if you are not lis-
tened to, take one or two others along with you, so that every word may be confirmed by the 
evidence of two or three witnesses. If the member refuses to listen to them, tell it to the 
church; and if the offender refuses to listen even to the church, let such a one be to you as a 
Gentile and a tax collector. Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in  
heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven. Again, truly I tell you, if two 
of you agree on earth about anything you ask, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. 
For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them." 
 
 
SERMON         “Look at Your Plate”  
 Good morning, friends. My name is Adam Kirtley and I serve as the chaplain at Whitman  
College, and previously had the great honor of serving this congregation. It has been my 
pleasure to have been invited to consider this week’s message while Pastor Nathaniel is taking 
time for much-deserved restoration.   
 
One of the silver linings of our family’s COVID response has been an increase in the number 
of family dinners that we’ve shared together. My wife Jenn is a remarkable chef, and she’s  
relished the opportunity to prepare amazing meals featuring fresh, local ingredients. She says 
it’s part of how she shows her love for us. And the conversation at the table is by in large inter-
esting and funny. Like all families, though, we’re working stuff out. We’re mitigating some 
hurts; we’re navigating some logistics. But mostly they’re a delight and I consider myself so 
lucky to have dinner with these people every night.   
 

I’ll admit though, dinner time hasn’t always been so pleasant. When they were younger, my 
children were picky.  Actually, “picky” might be a better word for where we are now. As little 
kids, “picky” didn’t really do justice to our reality.  “Food strike” might be more apt. I believe 
Jesus may have once said, “A child cannot live on bread and cheese alone.” But they tried.   
And it wasn’t for a lack of effort on their parents’ part. Their plates would come chock full of 
healthy options, presented in the most whimsical and appealing way possible. But inevitably, 
these two beautiful daughters of mine would take one quick look at their plate and immedi-
ately check out the other’s plate.  From a remarkably early age when they could barely talk  
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let alone do higher math, I swear that they had the ability to instantaneously calculate the 
number of peas on their plate relative to the number of peas on their sister’s plate. Or the 
number of melty chocolate chips in their cookie relative to their sisters. And, impassioned 
pleas for justice would soon follow.   
 
Jenn finally instituted a family rule. The only reason, she said, that we should ever look at any-
one’s plate is to make sure that they have enough to eat. The only reason that we look at any-
one’s plate is to make sure that they have enough to eat.   
 
Friends, look at where we are right now in this country. I think it is a simple step to apply this 
“plate” rule to broader systems of justice. And we must be very careful about how we articulate 
issues related to race and racism. We progressive and liberal white folks best not say, that  
racism seems really bad right now. Overt racist rhetoric has been given a bullhorn to be sure, 
but we are reminded that navigating racist spaces is absolutely nothing new to communities 
of color. And the fact that it does seem new to some of us means at the very least that I have 
been an unwitting participant in systems designed to protect my status and power. In other 
words, I have been able to be racist without knowing I was racist. And the call to anti-racism is 
of course the call to identify and dismantle those systems.   
 
We’ll not untie this knot in the next few minutes, but given the fact that our presidential elec-
tion is two months away, it seems timely and appropriate to be reminded that part of what we 
see today is the legacy of 50 year-old political maneuverings. Following the peak of civil rights 
activity in the south in the 1960s, Richard Nixon’s presidential bid deployed what has become 
known as the Southern Strategy. The idea was to capitalize on the racial divisions that were 
flaring up in the south. Effectively, they said to southern white voters, “check out their 
plates!  They say that they should have more on their plates which means you’ll have less on 
yours.”  Human beings are deeply motivated by threats of scarcity...oftentimes even when they 
live in abundance.   
 

I believe it is part of the knot of racism in our country. I believe it’s folded into environmental 
policies. I believe that it rears its head in any institution or organization that divvies up work 
by divisions (I’m looking at you higher education), and I fear that we may see the unsavory 
sides of our nature when it comes time to distribute a vaccine in the face of this pandemic. Far 
too often the questions will be, “Do they have more than I have?” and, “Do I have what I  
deserve?”  The consequence is inevitably conflict. The Gospel calls us though to consider  
justice not as retribution but distribution. Distributive justice asks, “Is there enough to go 
around? And do you have enough to be okay?” Simple, right? 

 

Our reading from Matthew this morning addresses conflict. To find the application of this text 
on our lives requires us to consider the context in which it was written. The early church was a 
fragile thing, and while much of the gospel narrative points to extraordinary moments of 
transfiguration, miracles, and resurrection - I think it’s sort of refreshing to be presented with  
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something remarkably mundane and well, human.  And the steps outlined in the reading 
point above all to a tenacious march toward restoration...toward making a relationship 
whole.  That takes work. 
 

Looking at your sister’s plate only to make sure that she has enough to eat so much easier said 
than done.  We’ll frequently not get it right.  And we’ll not move the needle if we can’t extend 
grace to others and to ourselves along the way.  But this is the call on our lives, and this is the 
call on this community of faith.  I’m grateful to be journeying with you.  Amen. 
 
 

SUNG BENEDICTION      An  Irish Blessing                    performed by Rogue Lobster 
May the road rise to meet you 
May the wind be ever at you back 
May the sunshine warm upon your face 
And the rain fall soft upon your fields 
And until we meet again 

May god hold you, may god hold you 
Ever in the palm of his hand 

May the road rise to meet you 
May the wind be ever at your back 
May the sunshine upon your face 
And the rain fall soft… 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 



 

 

September 13, 2020  

“The Holy Way May be Winding, but it Leads Us Home”  

 
 
OPENING PRAYER 

Spirit of All Creation: 
May our faith in you and one another guide us 
as we cannot yet see our way through this time of crisis. 
May our hope in you and the goodness of our neighbors 
strengthen us as we endure our discomforts and fears. 
Give comfort to all who are emotionally, 
physically, and spiritually distressed. 
Be with those who have had to flee from their homes, due to the fires. Be with those who have 
lost their homes. Be with those who have lost loved ones.  
Be with those who are struggling due to this pandemic.  
Bless all the helpers, O God, who are hard at work. Help us all to be the help our neighbors 
need.  
Help us to reassure and comfort our children and 
protect them from harm and danger. 
Grant, O God, those who lead our governments, 
institutions, hospitals, our schools and local organizations, 
safety and emergency services, and us,  
wisdom beyond our wisdom, 
faith beyond our own faith  
and strength beyond our own strength  
Birth in us a new sense of hope, stronger than fear,  
that will help us to rise above the clouds of despair. 
Grant, Eternal Love, that we emerge from this time of crisis 
a more loving people who are more committed 
to the welfare of all and the earth that sustains us. 
May our time of worship help us to receive the gifts and the guidance we truly need from you.  
Amen 
Adapted from a prayer by The Rev. Frederick J. Streets ’75 M.Div., is senior pastor of 
Dixwell Congregational Church, New Haven, CT. 

 
 
WELCOME 

 We welcome you in peace.  
May you enter this place knowing God has made you good and worthy of love.  
May you feel safe to bring your light and your love and your messiness.  
Use them to bless our sacred gathering.  
May you in turn be blessed here in the presence of the Holy One our God.  
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STATEMENT OF IDENTITY  

We are a congregation of diverse Christian believers empowered by love and guided by the Holy 
Spirit.  
It is our mission to enable personal Spiritual growth, collective outreach to the community and 
stewardship of God’s creation.  
We are an open and affirming church.  
Because of who you and where you are on life's journey,  
You are welcome here.  

 
 

READING FROM SCRIPTURE      Psalm 25 (verses 1-5, 8-10, 16-18) 

To you I lift my soul, O Holy One Beyond Name.  
O my God, in you I trust;  
do not let me be put to shame;  
do not let my enemies exult over me.  
Do not let those who wait for you  
Be put to shame; 
Let them be ashamed  
who are treacherous.  
 
Make me to know your ways,  
O Holy One.  
Teach me your paths.  
Lead me in your truth, and  
Teach me,  
For you are the God of my 
Salvation; 
For you I wait all day long… 
 
Good and upright is the Holy One 
Therefore God instructs  
the aimless in the way 
God leads the humble in what is right,  
And teaches the humble God’s way.  
All the paths of the Holy One Beyond Name 
Are steadfast love and 
Faithfulness,  
For those who keep God’s covenant  
And precepts… 
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Turn to me and be gracious to me,  
For I am lonely and afflicted. 
Relieve the troubles of my heart, 
And bring me out of my distress.  
Consider my affliction and my trouble,  
And forgive all my sins. 

 

HYMN      Spirit of Gentleness 
  
 

SERMON     “The Holy Way May be Winding, but it Leads Us Home”  

We’re undergoing a lot these days that is distressing and disorienting.  
There is a lot that is surprising and uncertain.  
These kinds of conditions confront us with some  
fundamental questions: 
Who are we at our hearts, especially in the face of challenge?  
How do we act? What choices do we make? How do discern what is urgent and what is not? 
What guides those choices?  
What values, what virtues are at stake?  
Whose lives are at stake? Whose futures? 
What vision do we follow for the future?  
Whose voices do we trust?  
What is wise and good and true?  
Above all, how is God at work, how is God guiding us? 
 
These are fundamental questions. Prayer is as important as ever in helping us with these fun-
damental questions - Prayer as a way for us to be real with what is real, before God, as a way for 
us to be open to guidance through the twists and turns of this journey.  
It’s important to know that so often the deepest prayers don’t come from our feeling strong or 
wise or holy, but deep prayer so often comes from our weakness and confusion, before leading 
us beyond that.   
 
There’s a wonderful, well known prayer by Thomas Merton, who was a great soul and teacher 
of Christian prayer: 

My Lord God, 
I have no idea where I am going. 
I do not see the road ahead of me. 
I cannot know for certain where it will end. 
nor do I really know myself, 
and the fact that I think I am following your will 
does not mean that I am actually doing so. 
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But I believe that the desire to please you 
does in fact please you. 
And I hope I have that desire in all that I am doing. 
I hope that I will never do anything apart from that desire. 
And I know that if I do this you will lead me by the right road, 
though I may know nothing about it. 
Therefore will I trust you always though 
I may seem to be lost and in the shadow of death. 
I will not fear, for you are ever with me, 
and you will never leave me to face my perils alone.  
Amen 
 

One tool for prayer I’d like to offer for those of you it may be helpful for, is the walking laby-
rinth. We have a walking labyrinth in the parking lot of our church. This morning we’re doing 
a prayer rock labyrinth walk event, where folks can come with masks and social distance, and 
paint on rocks prayers or blessings you want to offer our community. And we each take those 
prayer rocks to the center of the labyrinth, where they will gather.  
 
Then in the days and weeks to come anyone is invited to come to the labyrinth, and walk to 
the center and take a rock if you’re led to, or leave another one, or simple be present there with 
all these expressions of prayer and blessing from our community.   

 
The labyrinth is an ancient tool for prayer, reflection, meditation. The first known Christian 
prayer labyrinth is from the 4th century, in North Africa.  
A labyrinth is not a maze – there are no dead-ends. The path winds and turns and coils, but it 
doesn’t branch. The path is trustworthy. It will bring you to the center and back out again. 
People have found that walking this kind of circuit can help us focus our minds and open our 
hearts for prayer. The labyrinth isn’t just a good metaphor for the life of faith, it helps us em-
body faith: Through all the twists and turns of our journey, we can trust that in God’s hands 
we will arrive home at the heart of things. 

So people have found this can be a good tool for prayer.   
A lot of people find the labyrinth helpful for seeking guidance on some question.  
People have also found it helpful in praying through grief.  
People have found it helpful as a way to mark an important transition or transformation 

in their lives 
 

The labyrinth can be a way for us to walk through death and rebirth, or a kind of pilgrimage to 
the center and back out again, a journey of seeking and discovery and return.  
There is so much in this life that can turn us from a good way, that can lead us astray.  
Bitterness, fear, hatred, greed, negligence, selfishness, tribalism, trickery, all the seductions of 
power,  whether on a petty scale or global.  
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And then just life can surprise us with challenges and quandaries we may not feel clear about.  
 
But the lesson we can find in the labyrinth as a sacred symbol, the lesson we hear in Psalm 25, 
which Alison read, the lesson we hear in Merton’s prayer, is that what is most important in all 
the twists and turns and uncertainties, we keep our sincere desire on God above all else, and 
on God’s truth, goodness, and wisdom. God is a God of grace, and so will graciously guide us 
through. We will make mis-steps and take mis-turns, we may meander and lose our way, we 
may run into what feels like a dead end – but our God is a God who can make a way even 
through no way. Our God is a God who will not let us go astray for too long before calling us 
back, as long as our sincere desire truly is for God and for God’s way, and truth, and life.   

Thanks be to God.  
  

  
BENEDICTION                                         

Dear kindred workers of the Kin-dom of God: 
May the peace of Christ go with you,  

wherever God may send you 
May God guide you through the wilderness,  

protect you through the storm 
As you follow the way of abundant life 
May God bring you home rejoicing  

at the wonders you have been shown Amen 
 
 
 
 
                     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 



 

 

September 20th, 2020 

"Comfort Without Delusion"  
 

OPENING PRAYER 

 O God, gather me now  
 To be with you  
 As you are with me.  
 Soothe my tiredness; 
 Curb my aimlessness; 
 Relieve my compulsiveness; 
 Let me be easy for a moment.  
 
 O Lord, release me 
 From the fears and guilts  
 Which grip me so tightly  
 From the expectations and opinions 
 Which I so tightly grip,  
 That I may be open  
 To receiving what you give,  
 To risking something genuinely new,  
 To learning something refreshingly different.  
  
 O God, gather me  
 To be with you  
 As you are with me.  
 Keep me in touch with myself,  
 With my needs,  
 My anxieties 
 My angers 
 My pains 
 My corruptions,  
 That I may claim them as my own 
 Rather than blame them on someone else.  
 
 O Lord, deepen my wounds  
 Into wisdom 
 Shape my weakness 
 Into compassion 
 Gentle my envy 
 Into enjoyment 
 My fear into trust 
 My guilt into honesty  



 

 

 

September 20,  "Comfort without Delusion" 
 

  O God, gather me 
 To be with you  

As you are with me.  
Amen  
     By Rev. Dr. Theodore Loder 

  
  
WELCOME 
We welcome you in peace. 
May you enter this place knowing God has made you 
good and worthy of love. 
May you feel safe to bring your light and your love and 
your messiness. Use them to bless our sacred gathering. 
May you in turn be blessed here in the presence of the 
Holy One our God 
  
  
STATEMENT OF IDENTITY  
We at First Congregational Church 
Are a congregation of diverse Christian believers 
empowered by love and guided by the Holy Spirit. 
It is our mission to enable personal Spiritual growth, 
collective outreach to the community and stewardship 
of God’s creation. We are an open and affirming 
church. Because of who you and where you are on life's 
journey, you are welcome here. 
 
 
HYMN      Spirit of Gentleness 

  
  
READING FROM SCRIPTURE       Psalm 46 
God is our refuge and strength, 
    an ever-present help in trouble. 

 Therefore we will not fear, though the earth give way 
    and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea, 
 though its waters roar and foam 
    and the mountains quake with their surging 
There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, 
    the holy place where the Most High dwells. 
God is within her, she will not fall; 
    God will help her at break of day. 
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Nations are in uproar, kingdoms fall; 
    God lifts God’s voice, the earth melts. 
The Holy One Almighty is with us; 
    the God of Jacob is our fortress. 
Come and see what the Lord has done, 
    the desolations God has brought on the earth. 
God makes wars cease 
    to the ends of the earth. 
God breaks the bow and shatters the spear; 
    God burns the shields[with fire. 
God says, “Be still, and know that I am God; 
    I will be exalted among the nations, 
    I will be exalted in the earth.” 
 The Lord Almighty is with us; 
    the God of Jacob is our fortress. 
 
 
SERMON       "Comfort Without Delusion"  

 One of the criticisms that gets leveled at religious folks of various stripes is that we’re just 
conjuring up fantasies to just try to avoid coping with the harsh realities of life.  

 
Now, that can happen, and that does happen, certainly, that people use beliefs about God to 
avoid facing in a mature way pain, loss, trauma, the bitter ends of things. We see this in ways 
people can use God to dismiss grief – “don’t cry, don’t be upset, they’re in a better place.” 
We’re seeing it these days in some of the ways some folks are in denial about this pandemic – 
you know, stuff like, we don’t need to do anything about it because God will just swoop in and 
deliver us - or those of us who are deserving - as long as we pray hard enough.  

 
But it’s not fair to blame this on religion. For one thing, denial doesn’t require God. There are 
all kinds of things we can use. Human beings are imaginative creatures. And pain can be really 
hard. Anything can get used as an opiate.  

 
But more than that, this criticism of religion, that we’re just trying to avoid coping with death, 
loss, absence, nothingness, is clearly out of touch with the actual lives and actual faith of actu-
al people who are people of faith. It’s very condescending. 

 
In my experience, people’s faith in God is actually all about being very honest and courageous 
about their pain and suffering, and the pain and suffering of others. I also find that  
people’s faith in God so often just helps people live more fully, not only with what’s hard about 
life, but also with all that brings joy and gratitude.  
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And if you look at the Bible, all of its stories and expression of people experiencing God, wres-
tling with God, yearning for God, generation after generation, it’s full of tough stuff,  
people experiencing God throughout all that life brings, in ways that can be profoundly com-
forting, and way that can profoundly discomforting.  
 

Psalm 46, our scripture for today, is a psalm of comfort:  
“God is our refuge and strength, 
    an ever-present help in trouble. 

 Therefore, we will not fear …” 
“… there is a river whose streams make glad the city of God …” 
“… be still and know that I am God…” 
 

But at the same time, this is psalm of discomfort. It confronts us with truly terrifying images.  
The earth gives way. The mountains fall into the heart of the sea. Its waters roar and foam. The 
mountains quake with their surging. 
The grasslands ignite. The forests roar with fire. The people flee as their homes succumb to the 
inferno.  
 
The comfort here is not a cozy comfort.  
“God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble.” – Does not mean, “Don’t 
worry: By the grace of God you’ll be spared from trouble.”  
I think of us in the west right now who have been spared by the fires, if not by the smoke – so 
far – who are nonetheless feeling really unsettled, the smoke is a big part of that, this unsettled 
feeling of just how close and catastrophic the fires are.  
 
If we’ve been spared this time, we may not be spared the next. Right? Our imaginations imme-
diately go there. And that’s okay - it is - we don’t need to hide from it. We can have courage to 
face this honestly. 
 
The fact is climate change is real, and extreme and destructive weather events are escalating, as 
predicted and warned. But also the possibility of catastrophe has always been part of reality 
that we’re just wise to be real about.  

It could be us, who suddenly loses everything. It could not be us. But it could be.  
And, that would not be the end.  

It isn’t the end, for those precious souls, so near to us, who are now living in the wake of such 
devastation. God is with them in their loss and grief, and in their work of survival, and resili-
ence of the soul. God is with those who are there with them to help with that work. God is in 
the stirrings that urge one to help.  
 
With God we can tap into a power that is beyond whatever destruction can be visited upon us.  
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That’s what Psalm 46 is showing. The psalm confronts us not only with the destructive forces 
of disaster and war. More than that, it confronts us with the truly awesome power of the  
Divine: 

“Nations are in uproar, kingdoms fall. 
     God speaks. The earth melts.” 

“See what desolations God has brought upon the earth. 
  God makes wars cease 
      to the ends of the earth. 
  God breaks the bow and shatters the spear 
  God burns the shields with fire.” 
 
And only then, when God’s transcendent power has left us without anything to fight with,  
totally defenseless, only then, can we  

“Be still, and know that God is God.” 
 

When we are still and know this almighty power, beyond all earthly forces, we can know the 
deepest, strongest peace, that abides, come what may. We find refuge, we find the ever-present 
help in times of trouble. This is not wishful thinking. This is about the true nature of reality. 
This is the wisdom that has been taught by the great souls, known and unknown, through the 
years, who know far better than I how tough life can be and how real God is.  
 
Jesus was very clear and sometimes even severe about how important it is not to get too  
attached to our possessions and homes and status and even relationships. His early disciples 
left behind everything to follow him and seek God and God’s Realm. This was not an escape 
from the world and its cares. This was what liberated them for courageous acts of love.  
 
But the wisdom is that it is good for us, good for our souls, good for our freedom to love God 
and to love each other, for us to practice letting go of the things that populate our lives, while 
seeking deeper connection with God. We can do this in prayer. Who would I be without this? 
Who would I be if that disappeared or was taken away? How would I know God then? Know 
love?  
 
The fact is in the end we do lose everything – we can’t take anything with us when we leave this 
life. I hope and pray it’s not too soon or not to sudden for any of us. But the more comfortable 
we become with the reality of death and loss, the freer we can be from fear, and the freer we 
can be live simply and humbly, to live better within our means, and in better balance with the 
other lives with whom we share this earth, to live graciously and courageously, to live with love 
and gratitude for all we can enjoy for whatever measure of time we are given here.  

I treasure you all. And I’m praying you stay safe and well. Keep the faith.  
Thanks be to God. Amen 
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MUSICAL MEDITATION     When in the Hour of Utmost Need      J. S. Bach  

When in the hour of utmost need 
We know not where to look for aid, 
When days and nights of anxious thought 
Nor help nor counsel yet have brought,  
 

Then this our comfort is alone, 
That we may meet before Thy throne, 
And cry, O faithful God, to Thee, 
For rescue from our misery,  
 

To Thee may raise our hearts and eyes, 
Repenting sore with bitter sighs, 
And seek Thy pardon for our sin, 
And respite from our griefs within:  
 

For Thou hast promised graciously 
To hear all those who cry to Thee, 
Through Him Whose name alone is great, 
Our Saviour and our Advocate.  
 

 And thus we come, O God, to-day," 
And all our woes before Thee lay, 
For tried, forsaken, lo! we stand, 
Perils and foes on every hand.  
 

Ah! hide not for our sins Thy face, 
Absolve us through Thy boundless grace, 
Be with us in our anguish still, 
Free us at last from every ill;  
 

That so with all our hearts we may 
Once more our glad thanksgivings pay, 
And walk obedient to Thy word, 
And now and ever praise the Lord.  
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BENEDICTION 

Go forth into the world in peace. 
Be of good courage. 
Hold fast that which is good. 
Render to no one evil for evil. 
Strengthen the fainthearted. 
Support the weak. 
Help the afflicted. 
Show love to everyone. 
Love and serve our God 
rejoicing in the power of the Holy Spirit 
As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be  
Holy Realm without end 
In Christ’s name we pray 
Amen 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 

September 27th, 2020 
"Agape’s Anonymous Ambassadors" 

 

 

OPENING PRAYER 

Holy Spirit, the life that gives life:  
You are the cause of all movement.  
You are the breath of all creatures.  
You are the salve that purifies our souls.  
You are the ointment that heals our wounds.  
You are the fire that warms our hearts.  
You are the light that guides our feet.  
Let all the world praise you. 
Holy Wisdom, Soaring Power, encompass us with wings unfurled, and carry us, encircling all, 
above, below, and through the world.” 
  ~Hildegard of Bingen 
 
 
WELCOME 

We welcome you in peace. May you enter this place knowing God has made you good and 
worthy of love. May you feel safe to bring your light and your love and your messiness. Use 
them to bless our sacred gathering. May you in turn be blessed here in the presence of the  
Holy One our God. 
  
 
STATEMENT OF IDENTITY 
We at First Congregational Church are a congregation of diverse Christian believers empow-
ered by love and guided by the Holy Spirit. It is our mission to enable personal Spiritual 
growth, collective outreach to the community and stewardship of God’s creation. We are an 
open and affirming church. Because of who you are and where you are on life's journey, you 
are welcome here. 
  
 
 

HYMN            You Have Come Down to the Lake Shore   
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 READINGS 
A poem, a bit of scripture, and a quote 

Praying     By Mary Oliver 

It doesn’t have to be  
the blue iris, it could be 
weeds in a vacant lot, or a few 
small stones; just 
pay attention, then patch 
 
a few words together and don’t try 
to make them elaborate, this isn’t 
a contest but the doorway 
 
onto thanks, and a silence in which  
another voice may speak. 
 
A reading from the book of James  

Are there any among you suffering? They should pray. Are any cheerful? They should  sing 
songs of praise. Are any among you sick? They should call for the elders of the church and 
have them pray over them, anointing them with oil in the name of the Lord. 
 
A quote from Madeleine L’Engle: 

Agape love is profound concern for the well-being of another, without any desire to control 
that other, to be thanked by that other, or to enjoy the process. 
 
 
SERMON       "Agape’s Anonymous Ambassadors" 

A few weeks into the stay-at-home order, one morning I was out in our front yard when I spot-
ted something sitting at the base of a silver maple tree that lives on our sidewalk strip. It was a 
stone, smooth and flat and round. As I got closer I saw that on that stone someone had paint-
ed a heart.  

It was positioned at the base of the tree so that people walking on the sidewalk would see it - it 
was for those who passed by.  

That morning that happened to be me.  
It was a blessing.  

I picked it up, and it warmed my heart and soothed my mind to receive this little gift of Agape 
love, indiscriminate love.  
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Whoever it was who left that heart on the stone at the base of a maple tree had intended it for 
anyone and everyone.  
After I held it for a moment, I put it back for someone else to find. It stayed there for a few 
weeks. And then one day it was gone. The person who needed to take it with them took it with 
them.  
 
A little while later when we started doing our “Drive-by Blessings” at the church, a member of 
a church community often would come by with a stone like this that they had found, that 
someone had painted on a word of blessing or a little work of art. This person just had an  
inclination to find these blessing stone.   
They would then entrust the stone to me to pass on to the person I found who then seemed to 
need to receive it. Week after week I’d have these stones to pass on. Sometimes it was clear to 
me who to give it to. And sometimes I had the sense it was best for me to leave it out some-
where to be found by the right passerby.  
 
It was one of these stones that this member of our church community found and then entrust-
ed to me that became the first stone in the center of our walking labyrinth. This stone is paint-
ed with this lacy, spidery mandala. It became the first stone in the center of our labyrinth for 
our Prayer Rock Labyrinth Walk event last week. I put it there on the day we had to postpone 
the event two weeks ago because of the wildfire smoke. It was an act of trust that we would 
come together to share prayers and blessings despite yet another obstacle.  
 
And indeed, we did come together. The smoke cleared and our people gathered, safely, to 
paint rocks with the prayers and blessings we want to offer.  
It was a beautiful day. There was beautiful music as people took turns traversing the  
labyrinth to offer their stone to the center. The center of the labyrinth represents God as the 
heart of our journey, the heart of our community and the heart of each of our hearts.  
 
People created very beautiful stones that express  

Love.  
Beauty.  
Awe. 
Grief.  
Humor.  
Joy. 
Hope.  
Faith.  
 

Photos of these rocks are scattered through this online service. 
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Anyone in town is welcome to come by the labyrinth in our church parking lot, whenever you 
want. Whether you were able to be at the event or not, whether you’re part of our church com-
munity or not, you’re welcome to come by to see these stones, and to offer one of your own if 
you like, or, if you feel led, to receive one to take with you, perhaps to keep with you a while, 
perhaps to pass on around town.  There’s a basket of unpainted stones there by the labyrinth, 
so you can pick one up and take it home to paint.  
 
So, the first stone I put in the center two weeks ago, on that smoke choked day, has this image 
of a kind of spider web mandala. That image, now surrounded by all these other wonderful  
expressions of our community’s prayer and creativity, calls to my heart what Dr. King called 
the “inescapable web of mutuality.” We are all interconnected, interwoven, interdependent in 
a web of relation that is sacred, that has its center in God.  

 
Agape love is a love that does justice and performs mercy. It is the root of our view that all  
people have equal dignity and worth, and are equally deserving of the right to live fully, freely, 
and safely. Agape is the antidote to evil. This is what Christ embodied. 
 
Agape love is what happens when we walk humbly with God. It is what happens when we have 
a grateful heart, when we know that whatever gifts we have received, including our being  
itself, simply are gifts, and don’t render us any more or less deserving than others. Our mere 
existence, everyone’s mere existence, is its own merit - mere but sufficient. 
 
Anonymous acts of kindness are little reminders of this, whether we receive them, whether we 
give them, whether we pass them on. Anonymous acts of blessing are little ways to usher us 
into the Holy realm of Agape.  
 
So, let’s keep finding ways to give and to receive and to share the blessings we wish for each 
other and for our world.  

Thanks be to God.  

BENEDICTION 
Go forth into the world in peace. 
Be of good courage. 
Hold fast that which is good. 
Render to no one evil for evil. 
Strengthen the fainthearted. 
Support the weak. 
Help the afflicted. 
Show love to everyone. 
Love and serve our God 
rejoicing in the power of the Holy Spirit 



 

 

 

                                                                                              September 27, "Agape’s Anonymous Ambassadors 
  

  
 
 

As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be  
Holy Realm without end 
In Christ’s name we pray 
Amen 

 

 

 

 
 
 


