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Dreaming and Wondering 
and Longing

In the opening weeks of this new liturgical 
year, our prayers, worship, reflections and 
service are being shaped by the theme 
“Those Who Dream.”  As this edition of the 
Messenger magazine arrives in homes, we 
will be drawing near to Christmas 2020.  I 
don’t need to recount here all the ways this 
will be a very different celebration for us 
personally and communally.  Longing 
for traditions, friends and family, 
and candlelight worship with 
children in costumes and 
glorious music will fill 
our souls.  Most likely, 
all of us will experience 
some sense of loss 
at the empty chairs 
around tables where we 
usually gather in joyous 
celebration.  That loss 
will be especially deep for 
those whose hearts are filled 
with sorrow at the permanent empty 
spaces created by death this year.  

Talking about dreaming may seem out of 
place on such days and during such times.  
But I wonder…

I wonder if it isn’t longing that often 
creates space for dreams.  Many of the most 
powerful scripture verses are grounded 
in longing for God’s new creation, for the 
revealing of God’s saving power. Certainly, 
the story of Christmas is rooted in a people 
longing for hope, peace, joy and love, longing 
for light to push back the shadows in the 
world, revealing a glimpse of God’s Kin-dom.  
I wonder if this year, in our longing, we might 

be more receptive to the promise and gifts of 
holy dreaming.  

Longing exposes a space in our heart that 
yearns to be filled.  If we allow it to, longing 
draws us into a space in which we come 
face to face with what is important in our 
lives.  Longing can help us realize what we 
are called to prioritize in ordering our days.  

What makes gathering with people 
during this season particularly 

meaningful?  What makes 
gift-giving and acts of 

sharing important to 
you at Christmas time?  
Why does gathering 
for worship in our 
beautiful sanctuary on 
Christmas Eve matter 

to you, to your family?
Longing can push us 

past easy answers to those 
questions towards deeper, often 

hidden, reasons we hold fast to such 
moments.  When we take time to honestly 
wrestle with the motivations and meanings of 
why we do what we do, our souls are exposed. 
That vulnerability makes an encounter with 
the Spirit far more likely. 

Naming our heart’s deepest desires and 
longings is the space from which God then 
begins to shape our dreams for our lives and 
for what we are to be and do to make our 
dreams real in the world.  But God-inspired 
dreams are never only about our lives, only 
for ourselves and our hopes. No, God-inspired 
dreams always connect us to the well-being 
and wholeness of other people, to creation. 

By Rev. Sandra Olewine, Pastor
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Dreaming and Wondering 
and Longing

God-inspired dreams lead 
us to strive to make 

God’s way manifest in 
both the mundane 
and magnificent 
days of our lives.

The profound 20th 
century theologian 

and mystic, Howard 
Thurman, wrote:

“The symbol of 
Christmas—what is it? It is the rainbow 
arched over the roof of the sky when 
the clouds are heaving with foreboding. 
It is the cry of life in the newborn babe 
when, forced from its mother’s nest, it 
claims its right to live. It is the brooding 
Presence of the Eternal Spirit making 
crooked paths straight, rough places 
smooth, tired hearts refreshed, dead 
hopes stir with newness of life. It is 
the promise of tomorrow at the close 
of every day, the movement of life in 
defiance of death, and the assurance 
that love is sturdier than hate, that 
right is more confident than wrong, 
that good is more permanent than 
evil.”1

In our longings, God reveals to each of us our place 
and purpose in helping to manifest those symbols of 
Christmas in the world.  God fills us with dreams of 
a world made new, a world where oppression is no 
more, where injustice is unknown, where cynicism 
gives way to hope, where ambivalence is replaced by 
compassion.  

This Christmas will not be like any we have ever 
known before, but it can be a Christmas in which our 
longings shape our hopes for the year ahead.  It can 
be a Christmas in which our lives are ready to receive 
God’s visitation.  It can be a Christmas that gives birth 
to God-inspired dreams for our congregation.

I pray that we have the courage and strength to 
acknowledge our longings, to face the shadows of 
these days, entering the heartaches and sorrow.  

For in the darkness, a great light awaits us.  In the 
darkness, dreams begin to form.

I dream
Of a loving world
Where we see each other
With God’s eyes:
I dream of a resourceful world
Where we cherish the unique gift
Of each other;
I dream
Of a hopeful world
Where we recognize the power of 
God’s grace 
To transform and make new;
I dream of peace.
     -Claire Smith2

Blessings,

Pastor Sandra K. Olewine

1Howard Thurman. The Mood of Christmas & Other 
Celebrations. Friends United Press, 1985. From the 
Prologue.

2Claire Smith. “A Peace Dream.” Timeless Prayers for Peace: 
Voices Together from Around the World. Compiled by 
Geoffrey Duncan. 2003.
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ROSALIE NIEMANN was honored in September as our UMW Quiet Disciple 
at the UMW North District virtual meeting, but we wanted to present her with 

her certificate and flowers as part of worship.  Rosalie certainly isn’t silent.  
However, in serving others, she truly is a quiet disciple.  She sees who needs 
help and takes steps to make it happen – all without fanfare or accolades.  

Rosalie Niemann is active in UMW, our church, and the community. Long-
time activities include participation in the summer musical, an energetic 
faithful volunteer each year with Vacation Bible School, active participation 

in Family Promise whenever our church is the host church. She is part of the 
team that prepares dinners for Union Station’s homeless shelter, participates in 

mission trips to Mexico, advocates with the City of Pasadena for housing for our 
neighbors, is a leader with summer-long drama camp, and is chair of our Risk Taking 

Mission Committee.
 Rosalie is a strong advocate for greater involvement in United Methodist Women at all levels, 

sharing district materials, educating us on policy, and encouraging participation in District and Conference 
meetings, and suggested General Assembly attendance in 2018, something that hadn’t happened for many years.  
We sent seven people from a wide range of ages, and as a result a new group for younger women has been meeting 
for about two years.

 In addition to being a Quiet Disciple we are pleased that Rosalie will be sharing her gift of leadership with so 
many others as the new North District UMW President.  

 Thank you, Rosalie!  It is our honor to recognize you as our 2020 Quiet Disciple for the United Methodist 
Women here at First UMC, Pasadena.  Congratulations.  We love you!

United Methodist Women Honor 
Two Special Ladies

On Tuesday morning, November 10th, our United Methodist Women were able to honor two women 
who consistently reach out to those in need.  These presentations were part of the November 15th 

Sunday worship service, and can be viewed on YouTube.

By Marilynne Wilander and Barbara Gorton



AISHA FIGILIS-WILLIAMS: Also on November 10th, UMW was pleased 
to be able to publicly thank Aisha for all that she does for the mission of the 
church. Aisha consistently manages our facilities and keeps the office running 
as smoothly as possible.  Aisha is usually the first connection that people 
make with our church… and she makes everyone feel welcome!

Aisha goes above and beyond in providing support for the patrons of our 
Tuesday Social Service office.  When COVID-19 restricted the ability of many 
of the regular volunteers to serve, Aisha immediately added the Tuesday Social 
Service distribution to her job in a way that makes our patrons feel special.  She 
often shops on her own time for items to fill the pantry shelves and makes fresh 
sandwiches weekly to include in the bags. While imagining ways to improve the food 
distribution, she suggested the purchase of additional shelves and then worked with co-worker Ashley Slade on 
reorganizing the food pantry so it can be more efficient.  Aisha describes her work with the Social Service office 
as a “hidden blessing”.

Aisha is especially helpful in working with the folks who have no place to sleep other than our church 
grounds.  She often works with Friends in Deed and the Pasadena Police officers who are assigned to reach out 
to the most vulnerable in our community.  Working with others, Aisha has created an ID card for our unhoused 
to have and regularly monitors the cameras at all hours of the night from home to see that things are going 
smoothly.  She cares about protecting those who are staying there by making sure that everyone knows and 
follows clear guidelines for safety.  Aisha’s compassionate but firm interactions with all who are part of our 
extended church family help those who so often don’t experience love to truly experience God’s love through 
her.  

Thank you Aisha!  It is our honor to present you with the Mission Recognition pin for 2020 from the United 
Methodist Women here at First UMC, Pasadena.  Congratulations!  We love you!

United Methodist Women: 
Kaleidoscope of Faith

At our November 16th Zoom meeting, our United Methodist Women members shared names and 
words for those who had helped nurture us in our faith journey.  Soon after, Ann Burke, Rosalie 
Niemann, and Sarah Wright painted stones with these words of inspiration.  These stones will be 
shared in future meetings. (See photo, previous page.)

Women of all ages are invited to join our Worship, Study, and Fellowship each month using Zoom.  
Our December 14th Zoom meeting will be a time when those present will share about their own 
Christmas traditions.  Please contact Barbara Gorton if you aren’t on our email list and would like to 
join us.  Our United Methodist Women have been blessed with the opportunity to gather via Zoom 
since September for worship and fellowship.  Our January meeting will be January 18th.
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From Dreams to Nightmares 
to Dreams

Dreams sometimes give way to nightmares and 
that certainly was the case in the early summer as our 
nation was confronted yet again with the persistent, 
deadly realities of racism that are woven deeply in our 
social fabric.  The murder of George Floyd, coupled 
with the revelations of the murders of Ahmaud Arbery 
and Brianna Taylor in quick succession, tore off any 
blinders some of us might have worn that kept us from 
acknowledging how pernicious and systemic racism 
still is in the USA, even in the third decade of the 21st 
century.

Sadly, this nightmare was not news to 
people of color in our country.  The movement 
#BlackLivesMatter emerged in July 2013, seven years 
ago, after the acquittal of George Zimmerman in the 
killing of African-American teen, Trayvon Martin in 
February 2012.  In the ensuing years, name after name 
after name of African Americans have come and gone 
in the headlines, one lost life after another, as racial-
based murders continue unchecked.  

The video of George Floyd’s murder seemed to 
bring with it a shift in public discourse about and 
engagement with this reality.  Maybe it was because 
we are living with a pandemic and everyone’s lives 
are disrupted and turned upside down.  At almost 
every level of society – in almost every institution 
– people realized that we cannot let facing this 
horrible brokenness pass away with the next news 
cycle.  This time something had to change.  This time 
something needed to be different.  This was true in 
our congregation.  
Plans Emerge

Urgent discussion about how we might respond 
emerged in the after-worship Sunday Conversations 
in early June. From those first discussions, clergy and 
lay leadership developed a plan to take us through the 
end of 2020. Grounding our approach in theology

seemed essential, so the first step was to engage 
with Howard Thurman’s critical work, Jesus and 
the Disinherited.  This four-week study offered the 
thirteen people who participated an opportunity to 
grapple with how a walk with Jesus calls followers to 
face this issue head-on.  

That study led us to reach out to other United 
Methodist congregations in our Annual Conference 
to join in the 21-Day Challenge for Racial Equity 
during the month of August.  Riviera UMC in the West 
District and San Carlos UMC in the South District 
accepted the challenge to join us.  Developed by Dr. 
Eddie Moore, the challenge calls on participants 
to take one action each day for 21 days - reading, 
watching, reflecting, doing - in order to learn 
about, recognize and respond to racism around 
us.  Research shows that habits are born from daily 
commitments over a three-week period.  More than 
60 members of our congregation took part among 
over 150 participants.  This was an eye-opening and 
transformational process for everyone involved. 
No matter how aware participants felt they were 
about the realities of white privilege and power, how 
much they knew about racists policies, people were 
confronted with new levels of insight.  

We then embarked on an eight-week worship 
series, “No Turning Back,” in which we explored with 
numerous conversation partners the intersections 
between race, class, economics, hunger, sexuality 
and gender identity.  Our final direct engagement for 
2020 was a five-week study of Ibram Kendi’s book, 
How to Be an Antiracist, again in conjunction with 
San Carlos UMC.  This book delved deeply into the 
intersectionality of race, power, class and identity, 
deepening the reflections from the fall worship 
series. Across the board, participants committed to 
continuing in the new year, asking for support in how

By Rev. Sandra Olewine, Pastor and Rev. Jen Chapman
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to both take direct action and to avoid letting this 
reality move to the “back burner,” no matter how 
difficult the journey ahead may seem.

Author Ibram Kendi dreams about what America 
might become.  He offers hope that the nightmare 
of racist policies in America could give way to a new 
dream in which equality and equity guide our social 
structures and systems.  He wrote that success in our 
efforts to address racism would be when, 
“...antiracist power and policy predominate. Where 
equal opportunities and thus outcomes exist between 
the equal groups. Where people blame policy, not 
people, for societal problems. Where nearly everyone 
has more than they have today. Where racist power 
lives on the margins, like antiracist power does today. 
Where antiracist ideas are our common sense, like 
racist ideas are today.”
Youth and Children

The youth have begun working through a book this 
fall titled, This Book is Anti-Racist: 20 Lessons on How 
to Wake Up, Take Action, and Do the Work by Tiffany 
Jewell. Short chapters exploring identity, personal 
bias, and institutional racism are followed by journal 
activities for reflection and group discussion. We’re 
only a quarter of the way through, but we’ve already 
had some great conversations. The youth are eager to 
learn, poised to grow, and already at work changing 
the world. 

With the children, anti-racist work has taken a few 
different forms. In the summer, Jen Chapman offered 
a four-week children’s sermon series speaking directly 
to the kids about what was happening around us with 
the protests. We also did a Zoom call to talk about 
the protests and kids made their own “messages of 
love” to share. We’ve had some parents’ discussions 
and shared resources for them to continue these 
conversations with their kids and to do their own anti-
racist work at home. Jen has been intentional about 
making sure people of color are well represented in 
the children’s sermons and the books choosen to read 
to the kids. 

Parents who are looking to make one small step 
toward anti-racism can begin with their personal book 
collections or the TV shows and movies they choose to 
watch as a family. Start intentionally choosing books, 

shows, and movies with BIPoC (Black, Indiginous, 
People of Color) in lead roles. Then, begin asking 
questions about whether or not people of color are 
part of your everyday life, and if so, in what roles? Just 
paying attention is an important first step. If you are 
a parent of white children and you want to go deeper, 
Raising White Kids: Bringing Up Children in a Racially 
Unjust America by Jennifer Harvey is a great book to 
read.

As our congregation moves into a new year, we will 
continue to keep the work of becoming anti-racists 
in front of us, so that we might live out our calling as 
God’s people.

21 Day Challenge
A dear friend of mine, an emergency 
room physician for over 25 years, said 
something to me years ago: “I would 
give anything to ‘un-see’ some of the 
things I have seen in my career, yet 
I know those things have made me 
a better physician.”  There are some 
things I wish I could “un-learn” from 
these last three weeks, yet now that 
I am aware – have learned – I cannot 
“un-learn” them.  My prayer is that the 
learning will make me a better person.  
I also found that, as troubling as some 
of the activities were, I found myself 
wanting to learn more. 

    – Melayne
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We Have a Dream 
Leadership Retreat

As a congregation, we spend time at the beginning of each year 
learning and growing together as we look forward to the ministry and 
mission before us.  2021 will be no different - other than we will do our 
work together virtually.  Everyone is invited and encouraged to save 
Saturday, January 9 from 1:30 - 4 p.m., for a Zoom workshop as we 
dream new dreams about our church and how we will be God’s people in 
our city and the world.

Amidst the challenges of 2020, we have discovered new gifts - new 
ways of worship, new ways of study, and new ways of serving.  What will 

we take forward with us into 2021, both by necessity but also by choice?  What new ways to share the Good 
News of God’s love for us in Christ are emerging? What visions for growth do we have?  Where do we see vitality 
emerging?  What needs to be tended?  What needs to be planted?  

Using ‘plenary’ style input and break-out working groups, we’ll set new benchmarks for our congregation that 
keep us looking forward, stretching ourselves in new ways and strengthening what we do now. A registration 
form will be available in the coming weeks, but mark the event on your calendar now.  - Sandra Olewine

Reconciling Ministries: 
Rooted and Rising 
By Rev. Sandra Olewine

In October, on FUMC Reconciling Ministries 
Sunday, Rev. Israel (Izzy) Alvaran joined us in 
worship and the Sunday Conversation to share 
about new directions for the Reconciling Ministry 
Network (RMN), addressing the emerging 
intentionality in responding to the intersections 
of homophobia, transphobia, racism and 
colonialism that pervade our Church and society.  
Beginning from a place of lament, acknowledging 
its own participation and complicity in these 

spiritual and systemic ills, RMN 
intends to do everything possible 
to help right the wrongs 
within the Church we love 
and to model justice and 
equity for the wider world. 

For 36 years, Reconciling United Methodists 
have been building a network of Reconciling 
Churches, Communities, and Campus Ministries 
(RCs) across the United States and now globally. 

 Rev. Israel (Izzy) Alvaran
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This network has played a central role inshifting 
the conversation about LGBTQ justice and 
inclusion in the UMC. While RMN remains fully 
engaged in General Conference-level work, 
they are now called to renew their focus on 
the boundless potential of grassroots United 
Methodists. RMN knows it can be most effective 
for LGBTQ justice by prioritizing collaboration 
with teams in each Annual Conference to multiply 
the number of affirming, Reconciling ministries 
around the world.  Believing that no matter the 
outcome of our current denominational struggles, 
there is life-saving value in continuing to grow the 
Reconciling movement throughout our connection 
and into any future expressions of Methodism that 
may become a part of our story.  

First UMC is well suited for this emerging 
focus.  RMN requested that existing Reconciling 
Congregations adopt a new statement of inclusion 
that is intersectional in nature.  Our statement 
has long been one that has cast that vision, stating 
that our congregation “intentionally welcomes all 
persons, regardless of sexual orientation, gender, 
gender identity, race, ethnicity, age, physical or 
mental capacity, and education, socioeconomic or 
marital status.”  

Secondly, RMN is inviting local congregations 
to be intentional about reaching out to 
congregations in our area and to individual 
members to help build a reconciling ‘district,’ 
not just getting congregations to engage in the 
journey but providing a safe and welcoming space 
for people who are now in congregations who 
are not on that journey towards full inclusion.  
Some of our members participated recently with 
members of Lakewood First UMC, who are in the 
discernment process for becoming a Reconciling 
Congregation, sharing with them our process, 
lessons learned and gifts given.  But we can 
become more intentional in that work as we are 
the only Reconciling Congregation in our greater 
area.  We could become a hub for individual 
United Methodists who are in other congregations, 
supporting them even as they stay active members 
in their home community.

Thirdly, RMN is 
inviting individuals 
and congregations 
to sustain this work 
through intentional 
gifts by becoming 
part of Wellspring, a 
commitment to monthly 
or quarterly investment in 
RMN.  The regular and ongoing 
nature of recurring gifts provides RMN with the 
ability to be faithful stewards of its resources and 
plan the work strategically throughout the year.  
RMN is looking for 150 visionary and generous 
Reconciling United Methodists to respond to this 
call.  Might you be one of them?  Might we as a 
congregation become part of Wellspring?  

In this season, as you dream of the exciting 
future into which God invites us, how does our 
being a Reconciling Congregation shape that 
dream?  How might we respond to this new focus, 
Rooted and Rising, extending our identity and our 
mission as part of a love-offering community for 
all?  One of the working groups for the ‘We have a 
Dream’ leadership retreat in January will offer an 
opportunity to share these dreams! (See p.8)

If you would like to be part of a team to envision 
this work, please contact Pastor Sandy, solewine@
fumcpasadena.org.  
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Working Together for 
Abundance
by Cynthia Kurtz

Acknowledging the good you already 
have in your life is the foundation for all 
abundance.

       - Eckhart Tolle

This is actually a quote I heard in my recent yoga 
class, but it would have fit easily into our church’s 
messages during the recent Stewardship Campaign.  It 
is especially in line with the message on Thanksgiving 
Sunday when we heard that, while our losses and 
concerns are real, God is leading us through these 
difficult times and for that we should be grateful.  

That message especially resonated with me because 
of the challenges the Finance Committee has lately 
faced.  As we reported in the last Messenger, thanks 
to the generosity of our congregation, gifts and 
contributions have remained relatively stable.  But 
our rental income has plummeted.  However, revenues 
from the Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) along 
with reduced expenses, mostly from the building 
maintenance and music budgets, mean we were on 
track for ending 2020 with a balanced budget.  

The previous Messenger article did not take into 
account the impact COVID has had on Camp Sky 
Meadows.  Our campground has been a blessing to 
our church and has created many experiences and 
memories of peace, spiritual renewal, and restoration 
of faith.  The partnership between the Pasadena 
Methodist Foundation, as the camp owner supporting 
the capital improvements, and the church, as the 
camp manager and operator, has been a positive one.  
In the past, however, there were many years when 
the operations of the camp exceeded the revenues, 
and the congregation’s budget covered those deficits.  
This began to change about three and a half years 
ago with the setting of the goal for the camp to 

become financially sustainable.  And in 2019, the 
camp operated with a positive year-end balance of 
over $10,000!  Based on the number of reservations 
received, we had every reason to believe that would be 
the case again in 2020.

WINTER  2020 The Messenger Magazine10



Unfortunately, COVID-19 made it necessary to 
cancel all camping for this year. As we close the year, 
it is expected that there will be no revenues in 2020.  
We have no way of knowing, at this time, how long 
camping will be prohibited.  But expenses at the camp 
continue.  Based on current projections, the losses at 
the camp this year will be approximately $101,000.  
This assumes that the federal PPP grant of $19,000, 
received for eight weeks of staff and utility costs at the 
camp, will be forgiven.

If the church had to absorb all of the camp’s losses 
this year, it would have led to cuts in other church 
missions and ministry.  So, we reached out to the 
partners with whom we share the camp and once again 

their abundance was offered.  
Our one-time requests to 
the Pasadena Methodist 
Foundation and to the 
church’s Board of Trustees 

were granted.  Each board agreed to cover 50% of the 
2020 camp costs.  Everyone wants to make sure that 
the critical community services the church is providing 
to those in need are not disrupted.  We owe the boards 
of both the Foundation and the Trustees our thanks.

It will be necessary to further discuss the future of 
the camp and the congregation’s management of it.  
We hope that information on whether camping will be 
permitted next year and under what conditions will 
become clearer in the days ahead.  The widespread 
distribution of the new vaccines may allow the camp 
to operate.  All this information will help us decide 
how to move forward. 

By working together, our congregation has come 
through the losses and concerns of 2020.  There is 
much good for us to acknowledge.  And by doing so we 
remember we are not facing these challenges alone.  
Blessings to you and your family for a safe and happy 
Christmas season and New Year.
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Our Yarn 
Ministry 
By Rev. Dr. Deb Shepherd-Webster

The cold weather is approaching. Feel the chill 
in the air? Click, click, click – the knitting needles 
click softly as the baby blankets and scarves take 
shape in the deft hands of our knitters. And, even 
though crochet needles are used singly (and thus, 
don’t make those iconic clicking sounds) they too 
have been kept busy churning out blankets and 
scarves. It is the perfect pandemic mission: serving 
others in isolation, sharing the heart of Christ in 
the warmth of our handiwork.

Our knitters and crocheters serve both the very 
young and our older, at-risk neighbors.  Because babies 
are not able to regulate their body temperature as 
effectively as older people, keeping them warm helps 
them stay healthy and comfortable in colder weather. 
A few months ago, we delivered 35 homemade 
blankets to the pregnant and parenting teens program 
at Learning Works Charter School where students and 
their families have been particularly hard hit by loss of 
jobs and income during the COVID-19 pandemic.

All these scarves are ready and waiting 
to give to our unhoused neighbors 

during Social Service hours on Tuesday 
mornings. As the temperature drops, 
these scarves will help our neighbors 

keep warm. We also provide both 
blankets and scarves to children in foster 

families.     
This pandemic does not stop our service and 

mission to those in need!  We continue to 
be church.  We continue to be the hands 

and feet of Christ.  We continue to be 
compassionate and caring individuals.  
This is who we are.  Praise be to God!

Michelle Bravo, Learning Works chaser and 
mentor for pregnant and parenting teens 

program, is pictured here with Irene Atkinson 
and Irmgard Frey as they deliver the latest 

shipment of baby blankets.   

Our knitters and crocheters: Top left to bottom 
right: Irene Atkinson, Irmgard Frey, Mary Helfrich, 

Barbara Percy, Phillis Underwood and Beth 
Vernier.   They are supported by Aisha Figalis-

Williams and Diane Harris (bottom row) who help 
distribute the finished works to those in need.
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This year has been extremely challenging for 
the DR Congo Muleji High School.  Yet, despite the 
pandemic, the school remained open while exercising 
social distancing and limiting class size.  The teachers 
have not been paid, because the pandemic interrupted 
government funding, and some students had to drop 
out.  But 15 students were able to take the National 
Exams (required for graduation) and all of them 
passed!  The 2020 graduating class now have the 
possibility of a better future.  Praise be to God!   

Muleji High School 2020 
Graduating Class
By Rev. Dr. Deb Shepherd-Webster
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By Rev. Jen Chapman

Pandemic Challenges Offer 
Youth New Opportunities 
for Service and Giving

Youth group looks a little different this year, but the pandemic hasn’t kept our youth from serving, 

giving, or growing in their connections with one another, God, and the world. While the necessary safety 

measures present challenges to running our program as usual, the challenges present an opportunity to 

give and to serve in new ways.

Dinners of Hope
One of the most valued parts of our youth program is the meal we share together each Sunday evening, lovingly 

provided by one family each week. But this year that is simply not possible. Just before the beginning of our 

program year, Rosalie Neimann shared a need from the City for a group to provide sack lunches for our unhoused 

neighbors to distribute at the Showers of Hope showering stations. Knowing we would not be able to share 

meals together weekly as we usually do, I presented the youth and families with this 

opportunity to serve our community. Instead of signing up to feed our youth one 

Sunday, they could sign up to pack sack lunches for our unhoused neighbors. With 

the giving spirits of our youth and their parents, this was not a hard sell! They happily 

accepted the mission, and with each of our families taking a turn, we have been able to 

provide sack lunches for 20-30 unhoused neighbors each Sunday morning for 15 weeks.

Giving Instead
Fundraising is a regular part of our program as our youth participate in tour each 

summer, traveling to other cities for a week of service, sometimes including the sharing 

of musical gifts. We were unable to go on the Sierra Service Project trip planned for last summer and instead 

did a week of local service and virtual events called “QuaranTOUR”. It’s uncertain whether we will be able to do 

any traveling next summer, so with funds saved from last year and no clear need to raise more, the youth were 

presented with the option to still proceed with our annual holiday greens fundraiser but to allocate some or all of 

the funds to other organizations in our community. After some discussion and youth-proposed ideas, they voted 

to allocate one hundred percent of the funds they raised to others. They chose to split the funds between three 

organizations: Learning Works, Juvenile Diabetes Research Foundation, and Society for the Prevention of Cruelty 

to Animals/LA.  Despite the fact that the funds raised would not be for their own experiences, the youth worked 

hard making phone calls to church members and reaching out to family and friends. In the end, they surpassed 

their sales from the year before and exceeded their sales goal by over $1,000!
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Learning Works Partnership
This summer, as part of QuaranTOUR, we did a gardening project for GroWorks at Learning 

Works, and have enjoyed a growing partnership with this special organization. Because of 

the pandemic, they are unable to give their own students rides and therefore have not had 

students working in the garden. They asked us to make some scarecrows, and the youth 

got together in small groups to make them, tying prayers into a garland on each one for 

the students and staff of Learning Works in the same way that we tie prayers into quilts 

at church. Jennifer Bailey, the GroWorks Coordinator, reported that after the scarecrows 

were delivered the staff was sad to see them taken from the Learning Works grounds to 

the garden because they so enjoyed seeing them and reading the prayers. Nevertheless, 

they are now doing their job, keeping the crows away, as the prayers of our youth flap in 

the wind. We were able to see them when we returned in November to help out with some 

weeding and mulching.

Trunk or Treat and CROP Walk
Around Halloween each year, Trunk or Treat offers an opportunity 

for our youth to serve the church and community. This year, we made it a drive-through 

event. After decorating games and stuffing treat bags, the youth (and many of their 

parents) donned costumes and helped over two hundred children play games out of their 

car windows, making it a happy Halloween for many families! The following week, youth 

walked in our church’s CROP Hunger Walk, raising money to alleviate hunger in our 

community and in many places around the world. 

Each of these events and opportunities for service, in addition to meeting the needs of others, have 

helped our youth to grow in connection to one another, to God, and to others in their community. It 

feels good to serve, to make a difference, and doing so helps ease the struggle of isolation they face with 

virtual learning and physical distancing. We’re grateful we’ve been able to safely gather a few times 

outdoors, and to use technology to meet together online, maintaining our weekly United Methodist 

Youth Fellowship meetings. And we’re grateful for a church that has nurtured our young people with 

hearts of service, and continues to support them as they serve, give, and grow.
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Harvest Festival Online
by Pam Marx

The Harvest Festival went online this year, as with so many things in 2020.  Thanks to the 
generosity of our church’s bakers, crafters and donors, we were able to raise over $1,000.  These 
monies support the continuing efforts of our Social Services mission that meets the needs of 
homeless friends every Tuesday, come rain or shine.  We are grateful to the congregation for 
their support of this work.

Our Harvest Festival tradition has been reinvented over the years as our congregation and 
its missions changed.  It started several decades ago with the arrival of the extremely talented 
Rev. John Woodall who came to lead the children and youth ministries.  To raise money for the 
youth choir’s annual tour, John began the Cabaret shows, a tradition that still continues, and 
the fall Harvest Festival.  Initially, parents of youth crafted on the third floor on Sunday nights 
throughout the fall making crafts to sell.  Several thousand dollars would be raised each year 
with John himself contributing amazing sewn and crafted items.

Over time, the Festival has changed as our church changed.  Through the crafting and baking 
efforts of our congregation, and a series of coffee hour sales culminating in a fall sale in early 
November, the Harvest Festival and associated sales have generally raised at least $1,000 and 
sometimes as much as $1,500.  And we all kept that tradition of support going this year, despite 
the constraints of COVID!

Many thanks to everyone for their generous donations of time, money and creativity and a 
special shout-out to Pastor Sandy for her organization, tracking, and other administration of the 
sales process, without which Harvest Festival could not have gone virtual this year.
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Redefining 
Failure
By Rev. Dr. Deb Shepherd-Webster

Two years ago, I led a discussion on climate change 
and the need for action during a Monrovia-based MeetUp 
group.  After a lively discussion, one lady asked excitedly: 
“What are we going to do about it?”  I had just preached 
for the need to move into action and they actually wanted 
to act!  I was thrilled!  

The next week we met and agreed to form the Myrtle 
Tree Climate Action Team.  We decided to focus on two 
things: 1) becoming more politically active in Monrovia; 
and 2) gardening and growing food locally to increase 
carbon sequestration in our soil and decrease the carbon 
footprint of shipping food from great distances.

Soon I approached Clifton Middle School in Monrovia.  
They had a neglected garden space just a block from where 
I live and I wanted to know if we could help to maintain 
and plant the garden.  The school was thrilled to have a 
neighborhood group work with them to get the garden 
looking like something more than an overgrown weed 
patch.  We were thrilled to have a garden space where 
we could teach about the necessity and value of growing 
food locally as the climate becomes more unstable 
with increasing greenhouse gases and rising global 

temperatures.

The collaboration began.  We wrote a class outline to 

teach the students about climate change using the garden 

as a focal point, following the Next Generation California 

Science Standards and curriculum.  We were attracting 

new people to our group, we created Facebook and 

Instagram pages (@myrtletree_climateactionteam), and 

the city council was becoming aware of 

what we were doing.

(cont. on page 18)
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And then COVID-19 hit.  The school shut down.  We 
canceled meetings, no longer attended city council 
meetings and remained physically isolated.  About the 
only thing we could do was go into our little garden 
space and grow food.  We lost most of our new and 
prospective members – there were just three of us 
left and one was moving to North Carolina.  Could we 
sustain it?  I didn’t know.  But the garden drew me 
to its peace and the promise of hope and recovery.  
With each new seedling that we nurtured, I could feel 
the roots go deep, feel the soil regenerating and I 
knew we would have some of our food grown locally, 
organically, and sustainably.  This was going to be a 
success, I felt sure of it.  

Over the summer we planted corn and pole green 
beans – smack in the middle of the pandemic, during 
a particularly cool early summer.  The corn and 
beans shot up, green and healthy, and they held such 
promise.  

Then, the cool days turned to record-breaking heat 
as climate change fueled our weather extremes.  With 
highs above 105 F for weeks and fires raging in the 
mountains above us, the corn tasseled early and the 
bean vines withered and turned brown.  Even with 
daily watering, the seed cobs faltered and slowly 
dried up.  My heart sank as I surveyed the withered 

stalks and vines.  How can we grow food locally when 
temperatures reach 115 F in our Angeles Mountains 
foothill communities?  How can we survive and help 
to reverse this human-engineered climate fiasco that 
threatens our children and grandchildren when we 
can’t even grow food and heal the soil? It was a failure.

Left: Corn and pole beans growing 
together   – green and beautiful.

Right: Corn silk ready and waiting for 
fertilization – but it is premature.

 The soil where the 
beans and corn were 
planted – now rife with 
mycelial filaments – 
fungus that carries 
nutrients and stores 
carbon.

Our corn ‘harvest’ of 
dried seeds that can be 
planted next year.

The compost bin 
with dried corn 
stalks, ready to be 
transformed into living 
soil through microbial 
action, worms and 
insect.
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As I pulled up the corn and beans, feeling defeated, 
I asked God to open my eyes so I could see beyond my 
self-centered view of success.  I closed my eyes and 
took a deep breath.  When I opened them I looked at 
the soil where the corn had been.  The soil was much 
healthier now.  I could see mycelial filaments, roots 
and worms and rich, healthy soil. The year before 
there had been only lifeless, sandy dirt.  I searched 
through the dead corn and found that the corn cobs 
actually had seed on them!  Not enough to sink 
your teeth into but certainly enough to plant next 
season.  In fact, we harvested about ten times more 
seed than we planted!  Then, I looked at the corn 
stalks, still green and tasty, and I thought, wow, my 
guinea pigs, Archie and Casey, would love these!  So, 
I pulled off the dried leaves, saved the stalks for the 
guinea pig treats and the rest went into the compost 
bin to make rich soil for next spring’s planting.  As I 
worked, our neighbors walked by and stopped to talk 
(keeping more than six feet apart!)  They asked about 
the garden and said how pleased they were to see 
something so promising and caring in our community.  
We talked about climate change and the importance of 
growing things locally, sequestering carbon, and how 
vital it was to teach this to our children.  I mentioned 
that we had planted too late and that we would have 
to adapt to the changing and unstable weather, even 

while we work to stop greenhouse gas emissions and 
sequester carbon.

At the end of the day, in the quiet of the garden, I 
opened my eyes and saw the bounty we had nurtured 
and harvested.  True, it did not include big ears of 
corn and a pot full of green beans, or me bursting with 
pride at what I had accomplished.  However, it was not 
a failure.  Indeed, it was more of a success than I ever 
thought possible.  I can see now that this was a lesson 
that will teach us to survive together in grace if we 
have the eyes to see, the ears to hear, and a heart filled 
with compassion.  God is with us, taking us as we are 
now, guiding us and urging us into health, community, 
and wholeness.  

Saving our planet and changing our society and 
our way of life will not be easy.  We can’t just put 
chemicals on the ground, destroy the soil health, fill 
the air with carbon dioxide and methane, and reap a 
massive harvest at the expense of the biosphere and 
our neighbors.  God is with us.  Let us trust in God.  Let 
us join together and learn how to change our lives, 
putting love and compassion first, finding life where 
before we saw only failure.

Our Collected Harvest – 
A few green beans, seed 
corn, corn stalks for guinea 
pig treats, and even some 
late season tomateos 
and sweet potatoes from 
another box.
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A Sanctified Art:

During the season of Advent and through the day of Epiphany, you are seeing the 
art and design of A Sanctified Art.  At first it was their devotional booklet, Those 
Who Dream, that was mailed to each household.  But we have enjoyed using their 
beautiful images and design work each week in the online service and in many 
print pieces - including this one!

Begun as a project of pastor and artist Lisle Gwynn Garrity, A Sanctified Art has 
evolved over the past five years to include a team of five young women based on 
the eastern seaboard and in Texas.  Their work is inspired by dreams to fill the 
Church with more art, inspiration, creativity, and God-breathed mystery. They do 
that by creating multimedia resources for worshiping communities of all sizes and 
shapes.  The creative team works collaboratively to bring scripture and theological 
themes to life through visual art, poetry, liturgy, curriculum, worship installation 
art, coloring pages, graphic design, and more.  Themed resource packages are 
offered to the Church on their website: sanctifiedart.org  –Greg Norton


