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AN ABUNDANCE OF NEW YEARS
Time is a funny thing. It is a smooth continuum, with no obvious breaks or
changes. Sure, the length of days might change with the season, but that’s
just a trick of our latitude. The sun might rise and set to mark each day,
but tell that to someone in Northern Finland in the middle of winter. The
concept of “one day” gets to be a bit abstract.
Human beings long to subdivide time, to break the smooth unbroken
continuum up and measure it with a ruler. In the Christian church, for
example, we can reasonably celebrate a “new year” no fewer than four
times per year. There is, of course, January 1 when we celebrate a new
calendar year. But we also now have, on July 1, the beginning of a new
fiscal year. On the first Sunday after Labor Day, of course, we can also
celebrate a new program year when our church’s life kicks back into high
gear after summer. Lastly, the first Sunday of Advent marks the beginning
of a new liturgical year when the cycle of Christian storytelling begins
again with waiting for the coming of Christ. Phew! That’s a lot of new
years!
After a year like the one we just finished, we can use all the opportunities
we can get to try to turn the page on the past and look ahead to
something new. It’s a natural human desire, one that is particularly
healthy and important for 2021. I’ll give you a bit of new (calendar) year
homework. There is so much about the world that we are hoping is going
to change—and change big time—in this new year. But what is one thing
that you want to stay the same? As we embark on a new year, and look
ahead to turning the page to what is to come, what is something that you
want to be sure to carry with you?
Because even as we celebrate new years (sometimes four times a year!) it
is good to remember that God’s blessings are with us all the time. Even in
the most challenging of seasons, there are blessings unique to that time
and place.
Rev. John Edgerton, Lead Pastor
First United Church of Oak Park
In this month’s Messenger Bell: Wondering what our youth groups and Church
School have been up to? Check out the update on page 3. Our Faith in Action Team is always busy. See pages 4 and 5 for some news and updates.
Craving connection? Learn about some new opportunities on pages 6 to 8.
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FROM THE COUNCIL MODERATOR . . .
Greetings!
Council’s December meeting included the following decisions and discussions:
We welcomed Rick Ashton, Chair of the Capital Campaign Planning Task Force, to discuss the Task Force’s
recommendation – which the Council approved – to engage a consultant to begin an organized exploration of a
capital campaign. Exploratory activities are expected to
occur over a four-month period, from January through
April. We thank Capital Campaign Planning Task Force
members Rick, Dave Hanson, John Edgerton, Susan
Pierson, Melinda Haag, Cathy Cerniglia, John ChapmanRienstra, John Zaruba, and Mark Jolicoeur for their dedicated efforts.
We welcomed Heather Vanderberg, our Communications Administrator, who presented a proposal for a
“Virtual Pew Pad” that will enable us to more systematically capture the names of members and visitors who
are attending the church’s digital worship services. This
proposal stemmed from the limited information currently available on service attendance, which presents challenges to understand attendance patterns and engage in
appropriate follow-up with visitors and members alike.
Council approved this proposal and thanks Heather,
Marcia Ashton, Charlie Morris, and Pete Todd for developing this proposal.
We welcomed Bob Giles, Chair of the Finance Team, who
discussed the church’s financial picture. Bob noted that
pledged income through November is falling behind
where we expected to be, as is giving toward the
church’s support of the Presbyterian Church and the
UCC through its per capita contributions ($35.00 per
confirmed member). You may check the current status
of your giving through the quarterly statements soon to
be sent, or by contacting the financial staff.
As explained in the Moderator’s Report last month,
Council has begun devoting time at each meeting to discuss how COVID-19 has affected our church community
and ministries and to discern ways to stay in community.
John Edgerton shared the pastoral staff’s activities to be
in touch with congregants as well as initial planning on
themes to develop in worship to address the stresses on
our community.

I end this report with words of an Advent hymn that
Council members sang as our opening devotion:
People, look east,
The time is near
Of the crowning of the year.
Make your house fair as you are able,
Trim the hearth and set the table.
People, look east and sing today:
Love, the guest, is on the way.
Stars, keep the watch.
When night is dim
One more light the bowl shall brim,
Shining beyond the frosty weather,
Bright as sun and moon together.
People, look east and sing today:
Love, the star, is on the way.
Sallie Smylie
Council Moderator

Worshipping Virtually
Sundays at 11 a.m.
CLICK TO JOIN ON YOUTUBE
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John Edgerton
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John Edgerton

CHILDREN, YOUTH, AND FAMILES
Youth Groups Update

Church School 2.0 Update

Our youth groups, FUJI & FUSH, have continued to
meet on a weekly basis throughout the pandemic. We
have done everything we can to adjust to a virtual
setting. Mainly we focus on fellowship, self care, and
exploration. We play games together like charades,
Among Us, never-have-I-ever, BINGO and more. We
have movie nights! For self care we have done a
breathing workshop, done yoga, read stories, done
crafts, and colored. We do our best to stay connected
with weekly emails, regular GroupMe communication,
and we have started doing drop-offs of goodie bags.
We have done a self care kit, a Halloween kit, and a
Christmas kit. They have included all kinds of things—
coloring pages and crayons, playdough, a stress ball,
popcorn, hot cocoa, instant snow, candy, and more!
These enable us to do certain activities together which
helps us feel more connected. The drop-off process also
offers a connection point.

Each month, children who have signed up for
church school receive a package of craft supplies, a
video story, and ideas for exploring their faith. This
month’s story is “Baptism.” Check out some of the
fun we’ve had so far.

These are extremely difficult times and doing youth
group virtually is not ideal. For all the youth whom we
haven't seen in a while, whether you struggle to join in
another Zoom call or just feel overwhelmed, whatever
the reason, we totally understand! We just want you to
know that you are missed and you are loved. You are
always welcome to join us, no matter what! We are
here to support you and be your community, whatever
that looks like.
Our youth are mourning their
annual cookie bake and getting
to do service projects. They are
aware that many of our members are living in facilities that
prevent them from being able
to visit folks or have visitors.
They are served meals in their
room or apartment and packages are brought to them. It can be quite lonely, frustrating, and boring. So our youth will be baking up a
storm with some of our traditional recipes and some of
their own. The baked goods will be delivered to a
youth family’s home, sanitarily divided up and packaged, and then delivered to our First United folks at
Brookdale along with cards with messages of love, support, and care.

Solar Farm to Produce
Electricity for First United
by Next Spring
The Environmental Justice Team has been partnering
with the Interfaith Green Network to spread the
word about an energy program called “community
solar.” Following a Council decision on November
17, First United is signing on to three solar farms under development, thereby reducing the church’s carbon footprint and saving money at the same time.
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First United Church Nursery
School Registration and
Fundraiser Information
First United Church Nursery School is now open for registration for the 2021-2022 school year. Priority registration is available for church families and returning students until January 19, 2021. Registration forms can be
found on the (newly redesigned) FUNS website. If you
have questions, contact FUNS Director Amy Cardin at
708-848-4910 or acardin.firstunited@gmail.com.
In addition, please consider helping First United Church
Nursery School continue to be a place of joy where children can learn, grow, and explore. Donate here and contribute to the fundraising goal of $25,000. Learn more in
this video.

Community solar allows ComEd customers to “go
solar” without actually installing panels on their
property. You can subscribe to a portion of the electricity produced by a solar installation, and in return—whether you’re a church, a house, a condo, or
an apartment—receive credits that reduce your
electric bill.

Here are some websites and links that might be
helpful in getting information about community solar. After reviewing the various plans being offered,
Interfaith Green Network is suggesting people consider two companies: Trajectory/Clearway and Nexamp. Both companies have similar offers for residential customers (houses, condos, apartments) while
Nexamp seems to have a superior offer for larger
electricity accounts (churches, businesses).

Citizens Utility Board (for basic information)
Trajectory website
Recorded Trajectory/Clearway video with PlanItGreen (local environmental collaborative)
Nexamp website
Registration site for recorded Nexamp video with
Interfaith Green Network
For more information, contact these Environmental
Justice Team members:
Jim Babcock, jlbabck@sbcglobal.net;
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Adult
Education—
Introduction to Systemic
Racism
Led by Alicia Reese, this four-session series is adapted
from a one-day workshop offered by CROAR and Crossroads, in which she is being trained to facilitate. We
hope to complete all four sessions before Lent begins.
The program includes:
Session 1: What is Systemic Racism?
Session 2: Center/Borderlands
Session 3: Institutional Complicity and Change
Session 4: Anti-Racism
To make our discussions as fruitful as possible, we need
a minimum of eight people to sign up in order for the
session to run and will cap the session at 15 participants.
Because the discussion and teachings will build from
week to week, please sign up only if you are able to
commit to all four sessions. If the form is full, email Alicia Reese with your interest. We may be able to add a
second session.
Session 1 will be offered Thursday, January 14 from 68:30 p.m. To sign up for the series, please click here. You
will need to sign up by Sunday, January 10.
This series will go hand in hand with the Lenten series
that will be offered titled, “The Road to Hell Is Paved
with Good Intentions.”
For more information on the basis for this introduction
series, check out these links:
Crossroads
https://crossroadsantiracism.org/
CROAR (Chicago Regional Organizing for Anti-Racism)
https://crossroadsantiracism.org/chicago/

The Makuebo Family: an
Update
The Makuebo family sends a big “thank you” for the
many ways First United has welcomed them to Oak
Park.
Lelo, Gabriel, Naftali, Olivia, and Quezia have moved
into their permanent residence and are doing very
well. The children are enrolled in school and are already starting to speak English. Lelo and Gabriela,
the parents, are enrolled in an interactive “English As
a Second Language” class online and look forward to
the upcoming “Getting To Know the Makuebos”
Zoom calls. The children are participating in virtual
ballet and taekwondo classes that have been generously donated.
Under US law, Lelo and Gabriela are not allowed to
apply for a permanent jobs, but they are permitted
to do “informal work” for pay. They are both eager
to earn money to support their family and move toward self-sufficiency. Lelo has some mechanical skills
(he previously worked in a Renault factory), but he
has told us that he is open to do any kind of work
and to also learning new work skills. Gabi has previously worked in a bakery and a restaurant and is an
excellent cook. She, too, is able to work when her
kids are in school if she can be sure they are supervised. To volunteer in this ministry or to offer Lelo
and/or Gabi an odd job, you can email Kathy Pederson at marshallped@gmail.com.
This month, we will schedule a number of “getting to
know you” Zoom calls with Lelo and Gabi that will be
facilitated by a translator. We will keep the number
of participants per phone call low in order to make
conversation easier. Register to participate in a
Zoom call with the Makuebos by clicking here.
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Deacons: Your Spiritual
Caregivers
Given our current context, many are struggling with a
myriad of challenges: financial, emotional, mental
health, physical well-being, stress, anxiety, grief, and
more.
If you are experiencing a situation for which you could
use some prayer and/or support, please reach out to
your deacon. If you don’t know who your deacon is,
please contact Alicia Reese.
Meet the deacons!
Robert Auch
Leah Beckwith
Bob Berry
Beth Dickerson
Karla Hayter
Ken Honderich
Anne Koerber
Porter Luckett
Len Palombi
Kregg Raducha
Betsy Samore
Sara Stevenson
Deacon Chair & Vice Chair – please join me in expressing sincere gratitude to Len Palombi and Anne Koerber
for answering the call to take on the role and responsibility of Chair and Vice Chair of deacons! We believe
they will collaboratively lead our deacons and serve our
church family well.

Virtual Chapel
for Prayer with
Deacons
On Sundays, about 10 minutes
after worship has ended, two deacons will be available for 30 minutes in Zoom for a
more private time of prayer for those in need. They can
pray with or for you, offer you a virtual blessing, and be
a listening ear. Follow this link to join them.

FCS: Fostering Connection
& Support Drop-In
Come as you are. Come as you are able.
We all are craving opportunities for connection and support. Many are experiencing Zoom fatigue, but some of
that may be because of the required commitment to or
nature of the time spent on Zoom: meetings that are too
long, where you have to be “on” and presentable, poised,
where the topic is boring or just doesn’t pertain to you.
It is possible to create a meaningful relationship over
Zoom, having never met in person, and to foster deeper
connections on this platform. This has been the experience of some of our very own deacons! And they want to
offer you these opportunities as well.
We hope FCS will be a time and space for folks to talk
about what’s going on in their lives – what has been difficult and what has been good. You will see that you are
not alone! And that we can be a source of comfort and
support for one another. You don’t have to commit to
coming every week, you don’t have to RSVP, just drop in!
We would love to see you and welcome you just as you
are.
Please join us on Wednesdays from 9:30 to 10:30 a.m.
starting January 13 by following this LINK

The Prayer Shawl Ministry
In the last month Prayer Shawl Ministry delivered
over 10 shawls to members who are grieving or
struggling. If you know someone who could benefit
from this gift of a warm hug from their church family, please email Alicia Reese.
We are always in need of
more shawls. Join us on
the second and fourth
Mondays of the month
from 10-11 a.m. to knit
or crochet. Our time together also includes fellowship and self-care.
Upcoming
meeting
dates include January 11
and 25 and February 8.

Circles – Small Group Opportunity
What is a Circle? It is a way
for people to gather that
creates intentional connection and vulnerable sharing. The circle format is not
new to First United; we
have used it previously for
both a Lent group and a
book study. This is also the
model that the FUSH Circle
Task Force used.
Why a Circle? It was in a circle that our ancestors kept
warm around a fire, cooked meals, and shared stories.
The circle is also an ancient archetype of a group process which can hold great depth, resolve conflicts, provide a space for healing, foster connection, and build
trust.
A Circle is a covenantal community, of between five and
ten people, that together creates a sacred, safe space
to practice vulnerability in order to foster deeper connections.
Are you feeling drawn to this? Is there some part of
you, a small voice saying, “that sounds nice” or “that’s
intriguing” or “maybe that’s what I need.” We hope you
will share your interest, ask any questions you have,
and consider joining a Circle.
Please reach out to Laurie Jolicoeur with any questions
and to express your interest in joining a Circle!

Dinner & a Movie— January 8
Join Ron Haas for dinner and a screening via Zoom of
“The Last Black Man in San Francisco.” Our screening
will begin at 6:00 p.m. Email Ron Haas (or call at (708)
415-0688) to be included in the Zoom invitation.
This film is a poignant and sweeping story of
hometowns and how they're made—and kept alive—
by the people who love them. After Jimmie enlists his
best friend Mont to help reclaim the Victorian home
his grandfather built in the heart of San Francisco,
they begin a search for belonging in a rapidly changing
city that seems to have left them behind.

Introducing Beth
Dickerson,
First
United
Community Minister
In worship on November 22,
we introduced Rev. Beth
Dickerson, who will serve
First United as our Community Minister in a volunteer
role. Beth will work collaboratively with pastoral staff
focusing on pastoral care,
providing emotional and
spiritual support to members of the congregation,
including those who are older or are isolated, as well
as nurturing the spiritual lives of our all of our members. Beth will also work with our various congregational ministries to foster and continue to grow our
community of care.
Beth is a retired UCC pastor who focused her work in
interim ministry, serving most recently at Bethany
UCC in the Ravenswood neighborhood of Chicago.
Beth grew up in Clarendon Hills, but has a long history in Oak Park, traveling to visit her grandparents in
both River Forest and Oak Park. She and her husband Paul, a retired electrical engineer, moved permanently to Oak Park four years ago and began worshiping with us at First United a little over a year ago.
Beth also serves as a deacon at First United. Beth
and Paul now split their time between Oak Park and
their home in Michigan.
In this time of challenge, with the need for pastoral
care outpacing our ability to attend to every need,
Beth could not have come to First United at a more
perfect time. We give thanks to God for Beth and
her gifts and give thanks to Beth for sharing those
gifts with us.

Advent Book Read-Along
We have been reading “All I Really Want” by Quinn G.
Caldwell for the Advent and Christmas seasons. It has
been a lovely journey together and an opportunity
for fellowship and connection.
We have one meeting left, on Monday, January 11 at
9 a.m. to discuss pages 159 to the end of the book.

HUMANS OF FIRST UNITED

•

Last month, we introduced Humans of First United, a new initiative to help us get to know one another in community. Taking
inspiration from the Humans of New York project and the work
of Studs Terkel, this activity will give First United members an
opportunity to have informal, one-on-one conversations with
people that they might not otherwise meet outside of coffee
hour in the lounge, and then to introduce each other to our
First United community.

•

To participate, please complete this form. We will pair you with
another First United member. It will be up to you and your
match to determine how you are comfortable talking: by Zoom,
phone, or in person. We will also provide some conversation
questions to get the conversation started. The sign-up form will
be available until January 22, at which point we will close the
form and start pairing up participants. Please contact Communications Administrator Heather Vanderberg with any questions
or for more information.

We lift up the prayers that have been shared in worship.
For the wider world:
• All those who are COVID+ and fighting for their lives
• All the caregivers, healthcare workers, essential workers,
grocery store and delivery employees
• Those living in isolation
• Those who were unable to see or be with loved ones this
holiday season
• Anyone struggling with depression, anxiety, mental
illness
For those in our midst:
• Judy McCalla and family mourning her husband Darold
• Kathy Pederson and family mourning her brother Jim
• Lois Love and family mourning her niece Patrice, sister
Pegge, and cousin Verna.
• Anne Hollister and family mourning her mother
• Sandy Jefferson and family mourning his cousin Charles
(Jackie)

Ally Vertigan and family mourning the death
of her grandmother
Carole Bergstraesser in hospice

For the joys in our lives:
• The ordination of Ally Vertigan in the UCC
• The Hope Installation
• COVID vaccines – gratitude for all those we
know who have received them!

CHECK OUT OUR RECENT
EVOTIONALS
Click here to read online
December 1

A Letter from
Pastoral Associate
Alicia Reese

Alicia Reese

December 8

Maranatha

John Edgerton

December 15

The Whole World Is Lydia Mulkey
a Holy Place

December 22

Irreplaceable

John Edgerton

December 29

Baby Love

Quinn Caldwell
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