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Message from the Conference Minister 
This is the season of annual congregational meetings, when 2009 budgets will be proposed and approved.  During these uncertain financial times, the accompanying discussions may be characterized by anxiety and a theology of scarcity.
 
Accordingly, it may be helpful for you to be familiar with "Religious Giving in Uncertain Times: Insights for Congregations and Faith-Based Nonprofits" from The Lake Institute on Faith & Giving. This brief piece makes the point that historically recessions have had little effect on religious giving and that even in times of recession, religious congregations remain the number one recipient of all household dollars given to charity.  You will also receive these suggestions:

· Carefully analyze the demographics of your organization and your major donors.  Congregations with large constituencies of retired people or unemployed people are likely to be more seriously affected by the uncertain economic climate.
· Carefully analyze the pledging of the first wave of your stewardship program to discern your congregation's giving trend for 2009 as those who pledge early tend to be the larger and more faithful donors.
· If your congregation is significantly dependent on a church endowment for support, give serious thought to the percent of draw to be made from the endowment in 2009.
· Monitor carefully your cash flow during the first six months of 2009, and do not allow your expenditures to exceed your income.

The report closes with fundraising wisdom, reminding us to:

· Be a "share the vision" congregation - not a "meet the budget" congregation - by emphasizing the needs you meet rather than the need you have to raise money.
· Tell stories about the difference your congregation makes in meeting the needs of hurting people.
· Communicate simply, thoughtfully and candidly your mission and services.
· And remember:  This is not a time for religious communities to be selfish and self-centered; this is a time to reach out and address the hurting and needy in your community.
 
The Lake Family report ends where Anthony (Tony) Robinson begins.  His essay, "The Church and tough Economic Times: What should Congregations be Doing?" urges us 1) to care for the hardest hit, 2) to plan for the congregation's future in what could be lean years, and 3) to speak faithfully and frankly about money.  
 
In the section that deals most directly with local church budgeting, Robinson advises:  "Get good information on where your congregation currently stands financially.  What are your assets and liabilities?  What portion goes to support staff and the programs they lead?  What are your sources of income?  Share this information with those who need to know.  Instead of simply asking every aspect of your congregation's life and program to take a 10 or 20% across the board cut, this may be a good time for the congregation and its key leaders to ask what ministries and programs of your church are the most vital and to sunset those that are not vital or effective."
 
What suggestions do you have?  Last fall Dick Hamm (Recreating the Church) made the point that the Conference could be the repository of creative solutions, a conduit for sharing ideas among churches.  We would be pleased to hear stories of how your local church is responding faithfully in these financial times.  If you have an idea or story to share, I will gladly receive it (Karenss@uccmn.org), and we will find ways to share these in COMMAntary and/or on the website.
 
With thanks for your ministry,
 
Karen Smith Sellers
Conference Minister

Joys and Concerns
1. Our prayers and best wishes go to the Rev. Orv Sauter who officially retired Sunday, January 4th finishing his ministry at Faith UCC in Bertha and First Congregational UCC in Wadena.  A service of farewell and Godspeed was held at Faith UCC, followed by a pot-luck and gift-giving.

2. Rev. Don Christensen, a member of Macalester Plymouth United Church, St. Paul and of the Conference Emmaus Anti-Racism Team, and Rev. Chris Smith, Professor of Preaching at United Theological Seminary of the Twin Cities are leading a global justice trip  to Guatemala from January 12 - 22. They ask prayers for safe travel for the group of 24 people who will be going and for prayers of gratitude for all the people in Guatemala who will receive them. 

3. Please hold in prayer also Rev. Robin Raudabaugh, Carrie O'Neill, and Deb Miedema of Pilgrims UCC, Maple Grove.  They will be traveling with Perri Graham of Church World Service to Guatemala and Honduras.  Also traveling to learn and offer service in an overseas context is Rev. John Ross and a group from Wayzata Community Church.  The group leaves Minneapolis for Nairobi on Monday, January 12.  They will spend the majority of their time with the girls at the Light of Hope orphanage performing special projects, which include helping to set up playground equipment, training the girls on some basic computer skills, and shopping for shoes at a local market. A side trip is planned to visit the Kiberia Slum outside of Nairobi and the Rafiki Aids Ministry.

4. A memorial service for Ella Marie Lausen, a lifelong member and church historian of First Congregational Church UCC of Austin, MN, was held Friday, January 9.  Ella Marie was active in the Conference for many years.  Her knowledge of the history of the Congregational Church in the US and the Austin church was unmatchable!  She was a great lady and will be missed by many who knew her. 

5. Congratulations to Rev. Dr. John Ross (Wayzata Community Church) for receiving the 2008 Medal of Honor Award from the Salvation Army Harbor Lights Program.  This award is given to an individual who has made significant contributions to their program.  Rev. Dr. Ross has encouraged the ongoing relationship between Harbor Lights and WCC by inviting their band and choir to participate in WCC's summer Worship on Wednesdays, as well as by providing counsel and support for individuals in the BOLT program.    

6. United Theological Seminary has announced that Professor Joe Bush will be leaving at the end of this academic year in order to take up an appointment as Director of the Practice of Ministry and Mission at Wesley Theological Seminary in Washington, DC.  Many in the UCC will know Joe through his work with students in contextual studies settings or because they have worked with him as contextual studies supervisors.  Joe recently agreed to relate to the Professional Development of Authorized Ministers Team of the Minnesota Conference, so United Seminary's loss is ours as well.

7. Professor Emeritus status will be conferred on Rev. Donald Chapman on his 90th birthday, Sunday, January 18th at 9:15 by the First Congregational UCC of Glencoe.  All are invited to attend the service and coffee reception; clergy do not need to robe.  If you are unable to attend, your greetings may be sent to Rev. Chapman in care of the church: 1400 N. Elliott, Glencoe, MN 55336 (320) 864-3855.

8. We rejoice with Rev. Paul Scaringi (The United Protestant Church, Silver Bay) who in late November traveled to Scotland to receive his Ph.D. in theology.

9. Congratulations to Rev. Desiree Gold and Cottage Grove UCC.  The vote to call Rev. Gold was held this past Sunday.  They will begin their ministry together on March 1, 2009.

10. With regret, we announce that Rev. Ralph Colby has chosen to leave the post he recently assumed as Financial Development consultant.  We give thanks for his service.

Will yours be a pilot congregation? 
Deadline for applying to be a pilot vitality congregation is January 15!
This is a reminder that the deadline for applications to be a pilot vitality congregation, receiving coaching from Nickerson Coaching and those trained by him is January 15.  A written statement of interest should be send to the Conference Minister, the Rev. Dr. Karen Smith Sellers.

Academy for Vital Christianity - Sign up now!
Check out the new spring learning opportunities with the Academy for Vital Christianity!

United Theological Seminary of the Twin Cities, in partnership with the Minnesota Conferences of the United Church of Christ and the United Methodist Church, is pleased to announce the spring offerings for the inaugural year of the Academy for Vital Christianity. 

Classes are "Bible 101," "Reading the Prophets in the 21st Century," "Understanding the New Testament in Today's World," "Stewardship: Grateful and Graceful Living," "Essentials in Christian Education," and "Transforming Conflict: Dealing with Difficult People in Your Congregation." 

Held in convenient locations around the metro area and in Duluth and Rochester, Academy classes are for anyone seeking to deepen their faith and broaden their knowledge of Christianity. For complete class descriptions and registration information, visit the Academy's website. You may also contact Renee Flesner by email or at 651.255.6138.

Hey, Youth & Children's Formation Folks! 
Youth Ministry Leaders Gathering and Lunch
Thursday, January 22 from 11-1:30
Come and hang out with others in Youth Ministry at Plymouth CongregationalChurch in Minneapolis. Wewill be joined by a very special guest, Rev. Kelly Burd, Interim National UCC Minister forYouth & Young Adults, 
Please RSVP to micheleb@uccmn.org by January 15

_________________________________________________

Just 2 days left in early registration for the February CYE

Mythbusters @ United Theological Seminary
February 13-15, 2009.  Early registration deadline - postmarked by this Friday, January 16 - $25 ($35 after Friday).  The link below to the Conference Website will take you to registration forms.

_________________________________________________

Check out the Conference Website for information on the upcoming February CYE, the next installment of the Middle School Road Tour and the June Service & Synod experience.  Also, see the latest newsletter for information on lunch with Kelly Burd and more exciting opportunities.
____________________________________________

Is someone new in charge?
If you've made changes to your Youth and Children's Formation leadership, let us know by emailing Michele Borne or giving her a call at 612-230-3372.  Thanks!

Interfaith Celebration for Peace 
Sunday, January 18, 2009 5:00-7:00pm
Oak Grove Presbyterian Church
2200 W. Old Shakopee Rd Bloomington

You are invited to an Interfaith Celebration for Martin Luther King Jr. Day at 5:00pm followed by a free meal and table conversations at 6:00pm. This service will focus on applying Rev. King's message of peace and nonviolence in a world tattered with injustice and war and will feature some of Rev. King's speeches and music by our faith communities.  Through this service we want everyone to be able to express their own faith tradition and give expression to our common belief of caring for one another.

We believe that this service will help us as a community in welcoming and understanding other cultures and faith traditions. Participating Faith Communities: Masjid Al Rehman, Islamic Centre, Oak Grove Presbyterian Church, Portland United Methodist Church, Minnesota Valley Unitarian Universalist Fellowship and St. Mark's United Church of Christ.

Rebirthing King, Rebirthing America 
The past 8 years have been difficult and painful.  How do we find closure that both grieves what our nation has become and celebrates the hope that a new day is coming?  

Monday evening, 7:00pm, January 19, you are invited to Rebirthing King, Rebirthing America, a service of grieving (the state of our nation) and hope (as a new administration begins on January 20th). Organized by the Rev. Loren McGrail and hosted by Lyndale United Church of Christ, 810 W. 31st St. Minneapolis, MN, this ecumenical liturgy is adapted from the Olive Branch Interfaith Peace Partnership liturgy being used on the 19th at All Souls Church in Washington D.C. and throughout the U.S.  The Men's Choir from Faith Mennonite Church will sing.
 
If you are planning on coming and want a small reading part, please email Don Portwood and we'll give you a part in the liturgy.
 
A service using this liturgy is happening throughout the U.S.  Please forward this information to other people you think might be interested, as presently we are the only site in the Twin Cities doing this service.

The Times of Harvey Milk
Come to a free showing of the original PBS documentary "The Times of Harvey Milk" Wednesday, January 28th hosted by Spirit of the Lakes UCC.  
            6:30pm           Refreshments
            7:00                Film
            8:15                Discussion
The event will be led by LGBT activists who were part of the gay rights movement during the time of Harvey Milk and, the Rev. James Pennington.
Spirit of the Lakes is located at 2930 13th Avenue South, Minneapolis, MN and can be contacted at 612-724-2313 or www.spiritucc.org.

Seeking Financial Development Consultant 
The Minnesota Conference seeks a Financial Development Consultant.  A position description is available on the Conference website.  Applications will be received through February 20, 2009.  If you or someone you know may be interested in this post, contact Karen Smith Sellers, Conference Minister, by email or call 612-871-0359. 

Justice and Witness Offering - January 18, 2009
Our MN Conference UCC, through the ministry of our Justice and Witness Team, makes a special appeal each year in January to ask churches to support the work of justice and peace in our conference. Monies received go in support of grants for various social justice initiatives. Find a cover letter, bulletin insert and offering labels here. Also see the article on this special offering which was included in this December's United Church News/Voyager magazine. Your donations make a real difference!  

Blessings, Rev. Gary Titusdahl, Chair of the Justice and Witness Team

Day on the Hill
People of faith find clarity of vision and demands for justice in the words of prophets.  Minnesota's work to end poverty by 2020 is inspired by prophetic calls to stand with today's widows, orphans, strangers, and the dispossessed.  Be part of the Joint Religious Legislative Coalition's prophetic leadership as we bring about justice and righteousness here in Minnesota.  

You can save money by registering early.  Register online at www.jrlc.org or request a printed form and mail it in with a check.  Registration is $30 by January 23 ($15 for students) and $40 after January 23 ($25 for students).  If you would like to discuss special dietary needs, or arrange a scholarship, please call 612-870-3670.  Find more information and registration on the JRLC's website.

Winter/Spring Antiracism Study Dialogue Circles 
There is still time to get registered for the two antiracism circles being offered by ASDIC Alliance at Cherokee Park United Church this Winter and Spring.  One Circle is on Tuesdays and begins Feb. 3.  The other Circle is on Saturdays and has been rescheduled to begin on March 21.  For more information download and post the flyer.  Please share the information with your respective community of faith and encourage early registration.

Confirmation Retreat 
Churches of the Fargo-Moorhead area which includes the Northwest Cluster of Minnesota are planning a confirmation retreat February 20-21, 2009.  The retreat begins with a check-in at 5:30pm and dinner at 6:00 on Friday and will end at 3:00pm on Saturday.  The focus of the retreat is the intersection of Judaism, Islam, and Christianity.  Housing will be at First Congregational UCC, Moorhead.  The retreat is open to any church confirmation class that would like to attend.  There will be a small fee to cover some food and supplies.  Please contact Rev. Wendy Ward, St. James in Barnesville by email or at 218-354-7198 to make your interest known.

Reiki Training for Clergy 
Reiki Training for Clergy with UCC minister and Reiki Master Loren McGrail. Reiki is a form of energy healing through compassionate touch. Rev. McGrail taught and coordinated the Reiki Ministry at Andover Newton Theological School for many years and is now offering classes here in the Twin Cities. This Level I training is particulary aimed for ministers or people on a ministry track. In addition to learning the basics of the Usui Ryho Reiki tradition, participants will talk about how this healing art will be integrated into their ministry. Space is limited. Please contact Loren McGrail by email or read the information flyer and fill out the flyer and registration form. 

Metro Paint-A-Thon 
The Metro Paint-A-Thon, a program of the Greater Minneapolis Council of Churches, helps seniors and people with physical disabilities continue to live independently in their own homes.  In 2008, we scraped, primed and painted 139 home exteriors for our low-income clients in the 7-county metro area - at no cost to the homeowner. Won't you help us get information about the 2009 Paint-A-Thon into the hands of homeowners who can benefit?

Additional program information, as well as the homeowner application which outlines eligibility requirements, is available on our website at www.gmcc.org/paint-a-thon.  (Go to "homeowner application" on the left.)  Please feel free to give the application directly to the homeowner or direct them to our office at 612-721-8687, extension 321, or dpope@gmcc.org.  

Thank you in advance for helping to disseminate this information and for helping low-income seniors and individuals with disabilities access another service to help keep them living independently.  Feel free to call or e-mail Deirdre Pope, director of the Paint-A-Thon, with questions at 612-721-8687, extension 321, or dpope@gmcc.org. 

Rebuilding Homes, Reclaiming Hope 
The long process of recovery from Hurricane Katrina continues, and in places like the New Orleans neighborhood of Little Woods, much more help is needed.

This spring, Church World Service and its members will host a four-week ecumenical work project in New Orleans.  In partnership with the Crescent Area Recovery Effort, we hope to help 12 more families return home.

Join us as we show the world how people of faith, working side-by-side , can make great things happen for our neighbors in need.

Volunteer groups will arrive on Sunday, begin work on Monday and leave for home on Saturday.  The weeks of the project are:

Sunday, April 19-Saturday, April 25
Sunday, April 26-Saturday, May 2
Sunday, May 3-Saturday, May 9
Sunday, May 10-Saturday, May 16


Interested?  Contact Florence Coppola, Executive for National Disaster Ministries.  Join us in this celebration of hope!

Young Adult Service Communities 
See the flyer for more information about these nationally sponsored intentional service communities for young adults ages 21-30.

New Listing for Associate Pastor
The United Church of Christ in New Brighton, a vibrant, active, multi-age ONA, Just Peace congregation is seeking an energetic, engaging Associate Minister to facilitate the Christian education and faith formation of our members from birth to death. Situated close to United Theological Seminary, this congregation is academically and spiritually diverse, and grappling with diversity at all levels.  This position of Associate Pastor for Education and Faith Formation is part-time, and will be compensated at Conference guidelines.  Email Rick Wagner for more information.

Positions Available
United Campus Ministries at Winona State University seeks a campus coordinator.  15 hrs/week, working with young adults, to nurture Christian faith at WSU.  The successful candidate will be working independently.  Call 507-452-3568 or email kz2535@hotmail.com for a job description.
_________________________________________________

Robbinsdale United Church of Christ Seeks a Minister for Children and Families.  Robbinsdale United Church of Christ has a thriving children's ministry program.  We seek someone passionate about faith formation that is either experienced in Christian Education or is deeply committed to learning more.  This is a 10 month 15-20 hour a week position and could grow. We celebrated the involvement of over 75 adult and youth volunteers in each of the last two years. We are currently in our eighth year of Rotation Model faith formation and continue to have the energy and volunteers for this growing ministry. Over half of our new families in the past year have been families with children. In addition, we have an exciting faith formation programs for adults as well.  We are seeking a person who is passionate and creative and loves the energy and chaos of children.  Would you like to explore a conversation about your passion and our need?  Please contact the church office at 763-537-6965 or Rev. T. Michael Rock by email.  We are hoping this person can start by the beginning of March.
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