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Message from the Conference Minister

I participated last week in a small gathering of United Church of Christ leaders focused on thoughtful analysis of our current situation and strategic thinking about our future.  As part of that conversation, Rev. Steve Sterner, Executive Minister of Local Church Ministries, shared a summary of trends in the number of churches, membership, and Our Church's Wider Mission (OCWM) giving during the last two decades.  The findings are sobering.  With one exception (the Hawaii Conference), every conference shows a decline in the number of churches, with the median decline being 13%.  Similarly, with one exception (the Southeast Conference), every conference shows a loss of membership, with the median loss being 30%.  The median change in OCWM giving is 103%, but when corrected for inflation during that twenty year period, OCWM contributions have declined by 40%.  Minnesota's numbers are almost exactly at the median:  We have 87% of the churches and 69% of the members we had in 1988, and our OCWM giving (at 107%) when adjusted for inflation is 61% of what it then was. 

Because the reduction in the number of members is about 2.5 times the reduction in the number of local churches, it should not surprise us that local churches must devote more and more dollars to their own operating expenses.  Even as they do so, figures gathered for conferences in the CUE (Chicago-United-Eden) region reveal the growing number of local churches that are unable to afford a full-time pastor.  Assuming that a current local expenses budget of $115,000 is a prerequisite, CUE concludes that only 44% of local churches in Minnesota can afford a full-time pastor today.  The comparable contemporary numbers for neighboring conferences are:  Northern Plains (North Dakota) 10%; South Dakota 19%; Iowa 22%; and Wisconsin 48%.

In a similar vein, the most recent edition of The Christian Century reports that the United States has grown less religious in the last two decades, with a ten percent drop in the number of people who call themselves Christian.  Today, the percentage of those in the US who identify themselves as Christians is 76%.  And there had been a decline from 18.7% to 12.9% in those that say they are mainline Protestants.  The American Religious Identification Survey also revealed that the number of people who call themselves "nondenominational Christian" grew from fewer than 200,000 in 1990 to more than 8 million in 2008!  Says sociologist Barry Kosmin, coauthor of the survey: "Brand loyalty is gone.  Those labels are no longer meaningful."

These are the "facts."  Some might say, "This is the exegetical work - but the hermeneutic challenge remains."  In other words, these numbers point to some undeniable realities, but we must decide what they mean and how we will respond. 

R. Albert Mohler Jr., president of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary concludes:  "As an evangelical Christian, I see this as further evidence of the fact that American Christians live in the midst of a vast mission field . . . and this should be a wake-up call to the magnitude of our task in sharing the gospel in modern America."   What do you think? And what do you discern are faithful and effective responses in our individual lives, our local churches, our Conference, and the wider United Church of Christ?  I welcome your feedback.

This may seem an odd Holy Week message.  Or perhaps these days of journey from triumphal entry into Jerusalem to the anguish of crucifixion and - at last - to the joy and assurance of resurrection may be a perfect time to reflect on this recent history and on what may need to change or die so that God's good news of compassion and justice may prevail.

Karen Smith Sellers
Conference Minister

News of the Conference
Corrections
Last week's edition of COMMAntary erroneously stated that Elissa Grater (now Hartwig) was hired to a two-year interim position at  Pilgrim Point Camp.  In fact, the terms of her employment stated that Pilgrim Point Camp was in an interim time and during the ensuing two years would go through a process of review and the development of a vision/plan for the future.

___________________________________

Annual Meeting Correction!
The Frequently Asked Questions sheet that was sent out with the Annual Meeting packets incorrectly stated the number of delegates each local church can send to the Annual Meeting.  This was a bylaw change passed at last year's Annual Meeting.  The corrected FAQ sheet is up at the Conference website (linked here), and the correct information is as follows:

"Congregations are entitled to select a minimum of two and a maximum of six lay delegates according to the following formula based on membership:
Membership  Lay Delegates  Young Adult Delegates
000-199           2                   1
200-399           3                   1
400-599           4                   1
600-799           5                   1
800+                6                   1"

Joys and Concerns
1. We rejoice that Mark Funk and Tim Meyer, members of Mayflower Community Congregational UCC, and their sons have been invited to the White House to take part in the annual Easter Egg Roll. This is the first time that the White House has intentionally invited gay families to this spring tradition.

2. We celebrate with those in Iowa who are rejoicing that the Iowa Supreme Court ruled unanimously on equal marriage rights as part of equal protection under the law.  Hear these words from Rev. Rich Pleva, Iowa Conference Minister, to our sisters and brothers in the United Church of Christ in Iowa: "I can well imagine the varieties of emotion that are characterizing the pastors and people of the Iowa Conference -- emotions of joy and delight in some places, chagrin, anger and distress in others, as well as thoughtfulness and concern and probably some anxiety too.  Words can hardly express how delighted and relieved I am for same sex couples in Iowa -- more than a few of whom are my friends -- for whom the Iowa Supreme Court's ruling is a gift.  I'm also aware that the people and churches of the Iowa Conference are not of one mind on this issue.  The conference will be offering opportunities for ongoing conversation and mutual learning so that together we can continue to be one church -- united in commitment to Christ, though diverse in the application of Christ's gospel to the situations of our own lives and the many communities of which we are part."  The 2005 General Synod the United Church of Christ voted in favor of equal marriage rights.

3. We rejoice with and offer prayers for Rev. Peg Chemberlin, Executive Director of the Minnesota Council of Churches and President-Elect of the National Council of Churches, has been appointed to serve on President Barack Obama's White House Council for Faith-Based and Neighborhood Partnerships. Her first meeting with the group began Monday, April 6.   

The 25 members of the Council will receive more detailed information on President Obama's five-part agenda:  1)economic recovery and poverty; 2) support for women and children, address teenage pregnancy, and reduce the need for abortions; 3) support fathers, including getting young men into well-paying jobs and encouraging responsible fatherhood; 4) foster interfaith dialogue with leaders from around the world; and 5) stem the human  impact on the climate by addressing ecojustice.  Peg, who is ordained in the Moravian Church and has dual standing in the United Church of Christ, has been assigned to the economic recovery and poverty task force.

4. Please keep Rev. Oliver White (pastor, Grace Community UCC, Saint Paul) and his family in your prayers and thoughts.  His mother passed away March 30th after a long and difficult illness.  Oliver and his wife, Janet attended her funeral this past weekend.

5. Congratulations to Kiely Todd Roska, executive director of the Minnesota Religious Coalition for Reproductive Choice.  Kiely was named a "Favorite role model for women in faith communities" in the Minnesota Women's Press April 2009 "What Women Want!" poll.

6. We rejoice in the recent commissioning of Tom and Monica Liddle (Peace UCC, Duluth) and Don and Mary Jane Westra (Federated, Fergus Falls) by Global Ministries, a common witness of the division of Overseas Ministries of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) and Wider Church Ministries of the United Church of Christ. Tom and Monica will serve as missionaries in East Timor. Don and Mary Jane will be missionaries in Zimbabwe. Thanks be to God for responding to a call to serve. These four were among fourteen missionaries commissioned last weekend.  The Minnesota Conference United Church of Christ will add prayers and blessings during the closing worship service of the 47th Annual Meeting, Sunday, June 7.

7. We are thrilled to announce that the Minnesota Conference United Church of Christ has been awarded a Brown Grant of $6000 for Group Continuing Education.  The money will be used to sponsor two events on Becoming an Intergenerational Church.  The first will take place October 1-2 at Christ the King Retreat Center in Buffalo, MN.  The keynoter will be the Rev. J. Bennett Guess, Minister and Team Leader for the Proclamation, Identity and Communication Ministry of the United Church of Christ.  The focus of that event will be "Communicating across the Generations."  The second will take place on October 30, 2009 at United Theological Seminary, where the speaker/facilitator will be Rev. Carol Howard Merritt, author of Tribal Church. The subtitle for that gathering will be "Ministering to the Missing Generation."  The Brown Grant, made possible through the Helen and Richard Brown Endowment Fund, administered by Local Church Ministries of the United Church of Christ, provides opportunities for persons ordained, licensed and commissioned to participate in training and continuing education experiences that enhance skills and increase ability to do effective ministry.  The Grant will make it possible for UCC clergy to participate in the Christ the King Retreat Center at a greatly reduced rate.  The event at United Theological Seminary will be at no charge for UCC authorized ministers.  Save the dates!
Disaster Response
Message from the Volunteer Disaster Response Coordinator
April 6, 2009
Dear Churches of the Minnesota Conference,
 
In the past weeks we as members and churches of Minnesota have kept in our prayers and thoughts the people and churches in the flooded areas of Minnesota and North Dakota. 
 
At the beginning of last week,  the best guess was that we would be in the Recovery stage in a manner of 10 days. But then the weather changed and the blizzards came.  Now, instead of  moving to the Recovery stage, the Response stage has been highlighted again.  The projection is that there will be another crest of the Red River on or about the 15th  of April to the 22nd of April. This crest may be higher than the previous one. That is the ugly and bad news for the people in the Moorhead and Fargo areas, as well as all those along the flooded rivers.
 
The good news is once the crest does happen  Recovery will start and the Minnesota Voluntary Organizations Active in Disasters ,of which we of the United Church of Christ are part, along with state and federal agencies are prepared to act in assisting the affected people begin the task of getting back to as normal as possible and moving into the future.
 
In the mean time here  are some things that you can do to help:
* Pray for those who have been affected - churches, communities and individuals. 
* Recognize that while much attention has been placed on the Fargo and Bismarck cities there are areas all over the state that have issues with flooding and overland flooding that still are going on.
* Please send donations either through the MNUCC or go to the UCC website to make donations to disaster relief.  Check out the UCC website for more information too.
* The National UCC is shipping 1000 tveck suits, goggles, respirators and gloves to the area.  Together with our Northern Plains Conference we have been working through Church World Service, and we have helped to get in 1,000 clean-up buckets, 5000 blankets, 2500 school kits and 2500 personal hygiene kits that are being housed in the Mayville and Hillsboro, ND Armories.  
* Consider partnering up with a sister church in an area that has been affected for support and connection.
 
Once the Response Stage has passed and Recovery Stage can begin, there will definitely be a need for volunteers to help with the clean up and removing of those sandbags. Having spent two days in Moorhead filling and handling many sandbags, personally I can say that there will be plenty of volunteers needed.
 
I will let you know more on the need when that stage gets underway. 
 
Sincerely, 
Bob Broeder 
Minnesota Conference Disaster Coordinator

Update from First Congregational UCC, Moorhead
Message from Rev. Coqui Conkey, Interim Minister at First Congregational UCC, Moorhead
 
I sit here with images of the last two weeks cycling through my thoughts:
- Filling sandbags with a partner whose name I never learned but what a team we made!  With precision and rhythm I put the empty bag on the end of the funnel and he scooped two shovels of sand in.  I released the bag and a beat later we did that again.  Shovel, shovel, beat release; shovel, shovel, beat release.
- Conversing with young people as we layered sandbags around another house and being given a blessing when I had to leave.
- Passing those filled and tied sandbags around a house - catch and release.  Grabbing a piece of pizza as we headed out from a completed job.
- Hitching a ride in the back of a pickup after a road was closed by a new-made dike and other volunteers and I had to get back to our cars.
- Setting up cots in the basement classrooms - one, two, nine, a dozen, two dozen.  
- Greeting tired volunteers who needed a place to sleep and a place to talk...Rick, Todd, Hiram, Isaac, Dana...and the group of young people who came as part of their Outward Bound program.  People came from the Twin Cities, Iowa, St. Louis, Hawaii, New Orleans, Michigan, and other far places to help.  
- Eating jambalaya for breakfast and barbequed pork sandwiches the next day.  Making pots of coffee.
- Joining the parade of people who walked out on Veterans' Memorial Bridge to see up close how high the river had come.
- Young National Guard soldiers helping carry in the snacks that we had to share.
- A dozen or three gathered for worship, prayer and fellowship during these days of snow and flood.
- The blessing of Americorps volunteers who are making themselves at home, for now, in our space.

We have all been people displaced either from homes or routines.  Slowly we enter back into what seems normal knowing that things aren't exactly the same as they had been and that we are still wary of what the river may yet bring.  And Easter beckons with the reminder that in Christ we know that life triumphs over death and with the promise that we are not alone.  We are not alone - folk come from all over to be with us.  Life triumphs in the relationships that have lasted and that have been made new, pumps that kept going, and the green that will eventually emerge out of the river's mud.

May you, indeed, find blessings all around,
Rev. Coqui Conkey

I Refuse to Lead a Dying Church
Order your copies of I Refuse to Lead A Dying Church, by Annual Meeting 2009 keynote speaker Paul Nixon, and get a 20% discount through Pilgrim Press! 

When you use Paul's 4-week program with members of your congregation, beginning your study any time through the end of May, you are eligible to meet with Paul face-to-face on Thursday, June 4, for a two hour consultation time, at Mayflower Community UCC in Minneapolis. Take up to 4 persons to this special session for the minimal registration fee of $40! This workshop consultation is offered only to those churches who have begun (or completed) the 4-week program outlined in the book. It will not be offered at Annual Meeting, June 5-7, at the College of St. Benedict. Find registration forms here.

Book orders can be placed by following this link to UCC Resources for 20% off - Sale price is $13.60. (You may call 800.537.3394 to order by phone, also for 20% discount.)

Disaster Response Resource
An excellent resource is available to pastors, chaplains, and others who may assist vocationally in disaster response efforts.  Prepared by the Emotional and Spiritual Care Committee of the National Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster (NVOAD), the resource is entitled, "Light Our Way", and can be downloaded from the NVOAD website.

Pilgrim Point Camp News
There have been a couple of changes of dates for Pilgrim Point Camp summer camps:
Tenderfoot (completed grades K and 1st) will be one week later - June 14 - 18
Youth Leader's Retreat Weekend will be one week later August 28 - 30
 
For all the dates for all the programs at Pilgrim Point Camp you can visit the web site at www.pilgrimpoint.org. The direct link to the updated schedule is here.
____________________________________


Pilgrim Point Camp is always looking for chaplains for camp!! If you'd like a week away from home on the beautiful shores of Lake Ida, give me a call and we'll see which camp would be a good match for you.
 
Duties vary depending on the week of camp but typically chaplains may lead Bible studies, help campers organize worship or whatever other gifts you bring to the table. 
 
Give me (Dee Dressler) a call at 320-241-1394 if you're interested. Or email me at deed@uccmn.org
Justice and Witness News
Funded by the conference portion of the Justice and Witness Offering (generally taken on Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Sunday), a Justice and Witness Grant may be applied for by any congregation or coalition of congregations and community organizations.

Though the Justice and Witness Team is revising the grant process, you are still invited to apply.  Download the current form (now being revised) by clicking here.

_____________________________________________


Get recognized! Green Church Awards are now Earthwise Congregations

Has your congregation been working on becoming a Green Church?  Has it adopted the new Earthwise Congregation designation?  Tell us about it and get recognized.  Send us your story and digital pictures - maybe your congregation will be among those recognized at your 2009 Minnesota Conference Annual Meeting.

Apply by emailing Rev. John Guttermann with as much information as possible (if we need more, we will ask).

2008 Green Church awards went to - First Congregational UCC, Alexandria; Pilgrims United Church of Christ, Maple Grove; First Congregational UCC, Moorhead; First Congregational Church of Minnesota, Minneapolis; Mayflower Community Congregational UCC, Minneapolis; Plymouth Congregational Church, Minneapolis; First United Church of Christ, Northfield; Robinsdale United Church of Christ, Robinsdale; The Congregational UCC, Rochester; Peace United Church of Christ, Rochester; Community United Church of Christ, St. Paul Park; First Congregational UCC, Wadena

Even if you were recognized last year, if you did more or adopted the new Earthwise designation, apply!

_____________________________________________


2009 Accessibility Awards

Has your congregation made changes that make it easier for people to enter your building, participate in your worship - anything that has improved accessibility for all? Apply for recognition at this year's Annual Meeting by emailing Rev. John Guttermann, telling us your story and what you did (please, include digital pictures of your project).

2008's honorees:
Cherokee Park United Church, St. Paul - Major renovation including accessible washrooms, a lift that reaches all building levels, and an outside ramp (dedicated to Rev. Rick Steiter for his role making the project possible).
Peace UCC, Eden Valley - Entrance ramp addition with new entrance.
First Congregational Church of MN UCC, Minneapolis - Renovation with 'accessible to all' main entrance with paved ramp, handrails, power doors and a lift.
Union Congregational UCC, St. Louis Park - Installed accessible main entrance power door, moved wheelchair accessible cut-outs to center of sanctuary (from the back), and established an Inclusion Committee to monitor, educate, and advocate for full participation of all.

_____________________________________________


NEW! Coming up - May 3, Immigrant Rights Sunday. For more information, click on this link to the national UCC website. See the article on the Immigration reform worship in the latest Voyager. For a speaker/preacher/etc - contact the Rev. Loren McGrail or the Rev. John Guttermann. If unavailable, they may be able to suggest other possible speakers.

_____________________________________________


Members of your Conference Justice and Witness Team:
Rev. Don Britt - First UCC, Princeton
Rev. Jo Clare Hartsig - Union UCC, Saint Louis Park
Rev. Gary Titusdahl - First UCC, Zumbrota
Mike Willoughby - Union UCC, Elk River
Jack Chandler - Falcon Heights UCC, Saint Paul
Rev. John Guttermann - UCC, New Brighton
Rev. Dr. Chris Smith - Spirit of the Lakes UCC, Minneapolis
Dwight Wagenius - Mayflower, Minneapolis
Dan Tysver, Nat'l Ministries- Robbinsdale UCC, Robbinsdale

Interested in serving or want to recommend a candidate? Let us know.

Children and Youth News
Would you like to be on the email list for Children and Youth Formation News?  Email alisonb@uccmn.org to get signed up!

Upcoming Events
Courage to Lead Retreat
Courage to Lead Retreat
April 14-16
Christ the King Retreat Center

 
Courage to Lead Retreats are led by trained facilitators from the Center for Courage and Renewal, and the model is inspired by Parker Palmer.  Each retreat is designed to provide experiences of the "circles of trust" core principles and practices described in Palmer's A Hidden Wholeness.
 
If you would like an electronic version of the brochure, please e-mail Cindy Gregorson, and we will get that to you.  

· Find more information here
· Register for the Conference here
· Download a brochure here
Visitation Training Sessions
Have you ever wondered what to say when you visit or call someone who is sick or chronically ill?  Do you sometimes feel awkward in these situations even though you want to make these contacts?  Then you will be thrilled to know about a visitation training session series at Community UCC in St. Paul Park. The schedule is as follows: 

April 21st: Visitation in homes and hospitals
Janet Shannon, Interim Pastor
Community UCC, Residency in Clinical Pastoral Education 
May 5th: Visitation with those who are dying 
Bill Steinke, Allina Hospice Chaplain
May 19th: Visitation with those who are bereaved
Bill Steinke, Allina Hospice Chaplain

 
All sessions will be held from 7:00-8:30 p.m. in the church Fellowship Hall. Sessions are free and open to the public.  Please call the church for reservations or questions 651-459-2543.  

Community UCC | 1145 Summit Ave, St. Paul Park, MN

Celebrate Earth Day Sunday!
Celebrate Earth Day Sunday on April 19th (or 26th)
Looking for ideas on how to make your Earth Day Sunday worship reverent and relevant? Look on further! The following resources are available at the National Council of Churches Eco-Justice website to aid your congregation as you worship, study, and put your faith into action this Earth Day.
- 2009 Earth Day Sunday resource:  Celebrating and Caring for God's Creation. 
- Include prayers, hymns, and liturgy about climate change in your worship service.
- Order a FREE copy of the video God's Creation and Global Warming.
- Plant a tree as a sign of your congregation's covenant to care for God's Creation.
- Carpool or bike to church.
- Sign up for the Carbon Reduction Campaign!

Gender Identities & Our Faith Communities 
Workshop Location: Edina Community Lutheran Church 4113 W. 54th St, Edina
Workshop Date & Time: April 25, 9:00am - 12:00pm


Join transgender educator, Rev. Erin Swenson, and the Human Rights Campaign in a workshop on gender identity and equality from a faith perspective on April 25 from 9am-Noon. Advocacy curriculum, Bible study, and gender identity stories are provided.  To register for this FREE workshop, email lwendt@eclc.org.

Living the Faith: Called Out, Sent Forth
Celebrating Community: Minnesota Open and Affirming/Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender (ONA/LGBT)

Workshop at 2:30 PM and Worship at 4:00 PM
Sunday, April 26
Pilgrims United Church of Christ
8801 Rice Lake Rd., Maple Grove, MN
 
Carolyn Pressler presents: "Passion Fierce as the Grave: Embodied Love in the Older Testament."
 
Carolyn Pressler--dynamic scholar and beloved professor of biblical studies at United Theological Seminary of the Twin Cities-- will lead us in a study of some of the positive biblical resources on human sexual relationships.

When it comes to sexual minorities, people all too often limit the Bible to a handful of verses, torn out of their ancient context, and wadded up as bullets to shoot at one another. In her workshop, Carolyn will invite participants to explore positive, even celebrative biblical resources for ONA/LGBT communities.

Come and join us for an intellectually and spiritually nourishing hour, and discover that the Older Testament has more to say about mutual, loving, embodied relationships than you might expect!
 
See previous information on Worship Service: Living the Faith: Called Out, Sent Forth
UCC Web University
Internet technology in vital UCC churches.   
August 28-30 in Chapel Hill, North Carolina

This is the first UCC Congregational Vitality experience devoted to internet communication and social networking for local congregations.  

Learn how to: 
-build a better church website at low cost
-develop safe ministries for the youth of your church on Facebook
-use the web as a tool for evangelism
-make the transition effectively from print to email communication for your church
 
Learn from our onsite team of UCC technology experts.  Beginners as well as intermediate learners are welcome.
Registration opens April 1 at: www.ucc.org/vitality  
For more info, contact: santiagv@ucc.org  or call 216.736.3814

THOUGHT: If one person from your Association went, he or she could share learning's with churches in your Association when they returned.  To help defray the cost, churches could support a travel pool for the attendee. 
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