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THE FLUIDITY OF TIME
This year, Ash Wednesday falls on February 17, which is on the early side.
The earliest possible date for Ash Wednesday is February 4 and the latest
possible date is March 10. You might be wondering—why does the date of
Ash Wednesday vary so much? Well, it has to do with how to calculate
when Easter falls. Easter falls on the first Sunday following the first full
moon after the vernal equinox. For those of you keeping score at home,
that means merging a solar calendar and a lunar calendar. Since Easter
marks the end of Lent, and Lent is 40 days, then Ash Wednesday must be
40 days before Easter, right? Not so fast: keep in mind that in counting the
40 days of Lent, Sundays don’t count. Sundays are the Sabbath and so
don’t technically count toward the 40 days of Lent. So you take the 40
days of Lent…add six Sundays…subtract that from the first full moon after
the vernal equinox, carry the 6, cross multiply, factor using the quadratic
equation and you wind up with…wait, what day is it today? Is it Monday?

Calculating the date of Ash Wednesday helps bring into focus a reality of
the Christian faith—time is very fluid. It expands and contracts. Time
sometimes races ahead and sometimes lags behind. A single day with a
newborn stretches out forever, a seemingly never-ending cycle of everytwo-hour feedings. Yet, we blink and all of a sudden our newborn is riding
a tricycle. What happened? A week of lockdown in late March seemed to
last forever, days filled with sourdough and carpentry projects and books.
Then we blink and it has been almost a year. What happened?
Time has surely been playing tricks on us, because how can it be Ash
Wednesday again? That was just a few months ago. But I think back to
Ash Wednesday of last year. We gathered in the sanctuary with dozens of
people all together and stood before one another and touched one
another on our faces. That was lifetimes ago, a different world. This year,
as we approach the beginning of Lent, we will not be marking Ash
Wednesday in the normal way. The traditional intonation of “remember
you are dust and to dust you shall return” is a reminder of our mortality.
And mortality is not, frankly, something people need to be reminded of
right now. Everyone is acutely aware of mortality.

A few highlights from this month’s Messenger Bell: Meet Cat Nickles, First United Youth and Oak Park’s Youngest Ever Villager of the Year on page 3; Learn
about our Lenten Book Study and sign up to participate on page 5; Consider
how you can dive more deeply into the life of First United on page 5; Learn
about our new Virtual Pew Pad initiative on page 6.

For Ash Wednesday this year we
will be inviting you, instead, to
remember the changeability of all
things. Nothing is fixed, everything
changes. That is a guarantee of
what it means to be mortal, an odd
kind of promise hidden inside the
ashes. Something I never knew
before. Everything changes. It is a
lesson taught by a year that has
both lasted forever and rushed past
like a sprinter.
Rev. John Edgerton, Lead Pastor
First United Church of Oak Park
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FROM THE COUNCIL MODERATOR . . .
Greetings and reporting from the Church Council on our
January Meeting—
Opening Devotion: We started our first gathering of the
new year with a devotion by Jamie Shamhart. Jamie read
passages from the Apostle Paul’s letters, written while
he was in prison, that convey messages of reassurance
and hope, and remind us of God’s faithfulness and promises that we carry with us into the new year.
Governance Policies and Procedures: A group of Council
members has been working to compile a set of governance policies and procedures, building on an earlier compilation of Council decisions by Art Spooner. This effort
advances one of the priorities of this year’s Ministry Outline: “Clarify roles and processes so that the Church’s
purposes can be achieved more efficiently, including the
compilation and implementation of policies and procedures for the Church’s governance, personnel and financial matters, and operations.” At the January meeting,
Council members provided feedback and suggestions on
a draft of a Governance Chapter that will be part of a
comprehensive manual of policies and procedures as
contemplated by the Ministry Outline. Work will continue to finalize the draft and to sync and cross-reference
policies and procedures covering financial and other operational matters. Thanks to former Council members
Melinda Haag and Priscilla Sibley for their participation
in this group along with Sallie Smylie and Carl Nauert.
Live Streaming of Sunday Worship: In October, Council
approved an initiative of the Worship, Music, and the
Arts Team to research options for live streaming the
Sunday worship service once the sanctuary reopens for
worship. At its January meeting, Charlie Morris, Chair of
the Worship, Music, and the Arts Team, reported on the
possibility of a grant from the Chicago Presbytery that
would help defray equipment and other expenses for a
live-streamed service. Council approved the submission
of a grant application, and thanked Charlie, Nina Roher,
and Pete Todd for their efforts to compile information
and write the application.
The Gebhard Fund: The Angeline and Paul Gebhard Memorial Fund, which is part of the Church’s investment
portfolio with Bernstein, currently is valued at approximately $114,000. The Fund provides grants to support
travel and participation in events to expand the aware-

ness and understanding by the lay membership of the
mission of Christ’s church at national and international levels. Over the years the income generated by the
Fund has exceeded the amounts of grants. The grandchildren of Angeline Gebhard have expressed their
support to make greater use of their grandmother’s
gift by the reallocation of $60,000 to meet building
and other needs of the Church. Council voted to approve this reallocation and directed the Finance Team
to make recommendations for the allowed purposes
and other details for use of the reallocated monies.
Thanks to Gene Armstrong, Chair of Planned Giving,
for his initiative in developing the proposal and diligence in locating and corresponding with the
Gebhard family.
Commissioners to the Chicago Presbytery: The Council approved the appointments of Pauline Coffman,
Bob Giles, and Dan Pietrini as commissioners from
our church to the Chicago Presbytery. Pauline, Bob,
and Dan have served as commissioners for a number
of years, and we are most appreciative of their continued service.
Sallie Smylie,
Moderator

Worshipping Virtually
Sundays at 11 a.m.
CLICK TO JOIN ON YOUTUBE
February 7
Communion Sunday

Alicia Reese

February 14

John Edgerton

February 17
Ash Wednesday

John Edgerton

February 21
First Sunday in Lent

John Edgerton

February 28
Second Sunday in Lent

Lydia Mulkey

CHILDREN, YOUTH, AND FAMILIES
Youth Groups Update
Our youth groups, FUJI & FUSH, have continued to
meet virtually on a weekly basis. We focus our time together on Fellowship, Self-Care, and Exploration.
We play games like Pictionary, Among Us, trivia, BINGO
and more. We practice our breathing exercises, spend
time crafting, and will be having a FUSHie lead a
painting class! We learned about paper and how to
make some paper crafts like a paper crane, an airplane,
and an origami star. We’ve also explored the question
“what do you hope for in the new year?” and made vision boards.
We do our best to stay connected with weekly emails,
regular GroupMe communication, and continuing to
drop off goodie bags. The most recent is a Valentine’s
themed one! These enable us to do certain activities
together, which helps us feel more connected, as well
as through the drop-off process itself.
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, either because it is a struggle to
join in another Zoom call, or you just feel overwhelmed, honestly, whatever the reason is, we totally
understand and 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.

Villager of the Year!
Cat Nickles is a ninth grade
youth here at First United.
She attends OPRF, has been
active in church school, and
is a member of FUSH, our
Senior High youth group.
The pandemic began as Cat
was graduating eighth grade
and about to open a oneday-only restaurant as her capstone project, the proceeds of which would go to Beyond Hunger. COVID-19
required her to creatively adapt her project. Instead,
she created a cookbook! Calling it the “Quarantine

Cookbook: Simple Recipes for Socially Distant Days,”
it included things like guacamole, a milkshake,
s’mores, and other simple recipes, each one written
out and illustrated by Cat! This cookbook was made
available in pdf or hardcopy form for an in-kind donation to Beyond Hunger. Cat’s goal was to raise
$1,000 but here we are 8 months later, and she has
raised over $20,000!
This awesome effort by Cat, and the generosity of
all those who supported it, have made such a difference and led to Cat being named one of Oak Park’s
Villagers of the year—the youngest one ever, in
fact! What started out as a fun, small project turned
into a truly remarkable and inspiring act.
Helping end hunger in her community and the world
is just one of the many social justice issues Cat is
passionate about. Here is a mural she painted as a
part of her Social Justice summer class with The
Children’s School. Maybe you have seen it as it has
been travelling around Oak Park!
Thank you Cat! For sharing your talents, speaking
your truth, and inspiring us all! A small act of kindness can make a big difference.

February 7

Off for the Super Bowl

February 14

Youth Board & Fellowship —
Valentine’s Day Bingo & goodie
bags!

February 21

Exploration — Jeopardy

February 28

Fellowship

Faith in Action—
Peace Corner
“Those who love peace must learn to organize as
effectively as those who love war.”
~Martin Luther King, Jr.
Today we are facing a great deal of racial tension and
conflict in our country. Oak Park is not immune from this
tension and conflict. Although the community prides itself on choosing to be racially integrated and believes it
has achieved many successes, racial tension still exists
and people of color still experience racism in Oak Park.
Members of First United Church of Oak Park took active
leadership in the community’s efforts to racially integrate housing in the 1960’s and 1970’s. Sherlynn Reid, a
First United Church of Oak Park member, was engaged
on the frontlines of the Village of Oak Park living out its
commitment to racial neighborhood diversity. She has
much to share to help us understand the work we need
to do.
In an interview with the Presbyterian Peace Fellowship
in the fall of 2019, Sherlynn shared the following:

We’ve learned that it’s important to
discuss race openly. That people need
to be able to express their feelings
and to ask questions. I’m now 85
years old and have been a member of
First United for over 45 years. For
over 27 years I was involved in government as Director of Community
Relations for the Village of Oak Park.
My job was to enforce fair housing. I
met with realtors and bankers—a lot
of those realtors and bankers were
also members of First United. I encouraged them to make sure that
people of color could get housing all
across the community. We checked
the banks to make sure they were doing Fair Housing Loans. We worked
with realtors to show housing
throughout the community to all races and not to identify any area of the
community by race. We worked with
the Park District to address whites’
discomfort with all children swimming
together. We made sure that jobs
offered by the Village were based on
job-related qualifications rather than
factors that may preclude people because of their race. The work takes a
great deal of effort and constant encouragement.
Admittedly, the work can be hard, and our church
may fear the consequences of taking action. Sherlynn’s advice to us is, “Being afraid is an excuse, not
a reality. . . Do it scared and bring others with you.
Working in a group gives strength and a common
cause. You get strength from each other.”
Let us listen to Sherlynn’s wise advice, not be limited
by our fear, but work together, voice our commitments and act to increase racial inclusion, equity and
justice.
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Systemic Racism, AntiRacism, & Me
We have made some changes to the current class on
systemic racism. Inspiration for our shift comes from
Race Talk and the Conspiracy of Silence by Derald Wing
Sue.
Session 1: What is Systemic Racism?
Session 2: Whiteness
Session 3: Non-Racist vs. Anti-Racist
Session 4: Being an Agent of Change
We will continue to meet on Thursday evenings. It is unclear at this time if another class will be offered immediately or at some point in the future. If you would like to
express your interest in participating in this class, please
contact Alicia Reese.

Click here to access the SignUp Genius.

Connect with First United
Through Service

Don’t miss the opportunity to spend thirty minutes on a
Zoom “Getting-to-Know-You” call, meeting the Makuebos, our asylum-seeking family from Angola. When you
sign up you can request to meet one or both of the parents, or, if you like, you and your children can spend
some time meeting their whole family. There will be a
translator on the Zoom ready to help if needed. The Makuebos are really enjoying meeting all the people who
have made their move to Oak Park possible. Don’t let
this pandemic keep your from reaching out personally to
greet them! Your Zoom awaits! Click here to sign up.

Throughout the pandemic, the work of First United
continues. Our Nominating Team helps us connect
our individual skills with the needs of the church so
that we work in community to advance the mission
of First United. The Team needs your help to connect
our members to the work, mission, and governance
of our Church.
Please take a few moments to discern where you see
yourself in our life together and think and pray about
those you know and how they might connect. Click
here to nominate yourself and/or those you know to
serve First United as a member of a team or in an
elected
capacity.
Contact
Art
Spooner
(sandaspooner@comcast.net) if you havepage4
any questions.

FELLOWSHIP
Baking
and
Receiving
Communion Bread!

Please contact Communications Administrator Heather
Vanderberg if you have any questions. We look forward to
connecting with you in worship!

We are fortunate to have some avid bread-bakers in our
church family. We would like to help connect those who
love to make their own communion bread with those who
would appreciate some freshly baked bread for communion. Please contact Alicia Reese if you fall into one of these
categories! Based on interest and responses received we
will coordinate communion bread for folks as best we can.

Cookie Committee - calling all bakers!

Coming Soon: Virtual
Pew Pad
For many of us at First United, registering our attendance in
the pew pads and passing them down to our neighbors with
a morning greeting is as much a part of worship as the music
and the liturgy. While we are worshiping virtually, we don’t
have this form of connection. Beyond that, our pastors and
congregational leaders don’t have a way to understand who
is in worship and whether we have guests to welcome. We
can see overall numbers through the magic of analytics, but
the individual connection remains out of reach.
Starting Sunday, February 7, we will introduce a virtual pew
pad to our online worship to improve that sense of connection. Through the virtual pew pad, you will be able to record
your attendance and leave a prayer request or other note if
you so choose. Our guests will be able to let us know that
they are new and leave contact information so that we can
welcome them. They will also be able to request information
about our programs for children and youth, and to be added
to our electronic mailing list.
You can find the link to the Virtual Pew Pad in the description under our weekly worship videos on YouTube. We will
also place the link in the YouTube chat comments. We invite
you to click on the link at your convenience whenever you
watch worship. If you watch on a SmartTV, use a computer,
tablet, or smartphone and head to First United’s YouTube
Channel to access the link.

Before the pandemic, when a
memorial service was held at
First United, we had a wonderful group of folks who would
come together to bake and
provide a lovely reception following the service.
Our current situation doesn’t
allow us to gather for such
occasions. Which means you
are not only grieving the death of a loved one, but you are
prevented from participating in the rituals that are meant
to help you in your grieving process, and you are distanced
from your community that wants to care for you.
Therefore, we are looking for anyone who would be willing
to join the Cookie Committee. Our mission will be to provide a homemade baked good to those who have had a
loved one die, in the hope that they might feel the love
and care their church family has for them in the midst of
their grief.
To add your name to the Cookie Committee roster or if
you have any questions, please contact Alicia Reese.

Dinner & a Movie—February
12
Join Ron Haas for dinner and a screening via Zoom of “The
Rider.” Our screening will begin at 6 p.m. Email Ron Haas
(haas.inchicago@comcast.net or call at (708) 415-0688) to
be included in the Zoom invitation.
After a tragic riding accident, young cowboy Brady, once a
rising star of the rodeo circuit, is warned that his competition days are over. Back home, Brady finds himself wondering what he has to live for when he can no longer do what
gives him a sense of purpose: to ride and compete. In an
attempt to regain control of his fate, Brady undertakes a
search for a new identity and tries to redefine his idea of
what it means to be a man in the heartland of America.

COMMUNITY OF CARE

LIBRARY

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.

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. No long
term-commitment, no RSVP required!
We all are craving opportunities for connection and
support. Many are experiencing Zoom fatigue, but
that may be, at least in part, 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. by following this LINK

The Prayer Shawl Ministry
In the last month Prayer Shawl Ministry delivered 3
prayer shawls to members who are grieving or struggling and are currently sanitizing more so they are
ready for distribution. If you know someone who
could benefit from this gift of a warm hug from their
church family, please email Alicia Reese.
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.
Email Alicia Reese for more information and to join.

•
•
•
•
•

President Harris
COVID vaccine
Our time of worship together
Expected babies
New puppies
Successful surgeries

CHECK OUT OUR RECENT
EVOTIONALS
We lift up the prayers that have been shared in worship.

Click here to read online

For the wider world:
• Those in positions to make decisions during this difficult
time
• For the manufacturing and distribution of the vaccine
• 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
• Anyone struggling with depression, anxiety, mental
illness
For those in our midst:
• The family of Carole Bergstraesser
• Adrianne Stemley who recently had surgery to remove
clots from her lungs
• Spencer Harper and Nathan Perkins, mourning the death
of Joy, Nathan’s stepmom
• Jane Barker, mourning the death of her mom
• Carol Ingram and family, mourning the deaths of her
husband’s mom and brother
• Karla Hayter’s dad who is 96 and in hospice
• Lois Merrill’s brother-in-law who has lymph node cancer
• Clara Kearley and family, mourning the death of her
sister, Persida
• The family of Jim McCoy, who died in October 2020
• 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

January 5

Bittersweet

January 12

Good Boundaries John Edgerton

January 19

Same As Ever

John Edgerton

January 26

Snow Day

John Edgerton

For the joys in our lives:
th
• Len & Cindy Palombi celebrated their 50 wedding
anniversary on January 30
• Inauguration of President Biden and the first female Vice

Alicia Reese
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