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Psalm 46 

God is our refuge and strength, 
   a very present help in trouble. 
Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change, 
   though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea; 
though its waters roar and foam, 
   though the mountains tremble with its tumult. 
           
There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, 
   the holy habitation of the Most High. 
God is in the midst of the city; it shall not be moved; 
   God will help it when the morning dawns. 
The nations are in an uproar, the kingdoms totter; 
   God speaks, the earth melts. 
The Lord of hosts is with us; 
   the God of Jacob is our refuge. 
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ANNUAL  
CONGREGATIONAL MEETING 

OCTOBER 4, 2020 

Call to Order     Sallie Smylie, Moderator 

Opening Prayer     John Edgerton, Lead Pastor 

Fiscal Year 2020 Year-End Report  Bob Giles, Finance  Chair  

Presentation on the     Bob Giles, Finance Chair 

Proposed Fiscal Year 2021 Budget    

  

Questions and Answers 

Congregational Vote on the   Sallie Smylie, Moderator 

Proposed Fiscal Year 2021 Budget 

 

Announcements     Sallie Smylie, Moderator 

Closing Prayer     Lydia Mulkey, Associate Pastor 

Adjournment     Sallie Smylie, Moderator 

AGENDA 

 
Maureen Wheeler, Financial Consultant 
mwheeler@firstunitedoakpark.com 
 
Shirley Kyle, Financial Administrator 
skyle@firstunitedoakpark.com 
 
Keith Liesse, Manager of Building and Grounds 
kliesse@firstunitedoakpark.com 
 
Jésus Santiago, Custodian 
 
Julian Klytta, Custodian 



 

One of my favorite children’s books is called “A Child’s Christmas in Wales” by Dyl-
an Thomas.  It captures perfectly life in a bygone era, similar enough to modern 
life to be recognizable, yet different enough to be full of wonder.  After one epi-
sode in which the fire-brigade hoses down a smoke filled house, the author notes: 
“No one could have had a noisier Christmas” 
 
I am reminded of this passage as I look back on my first year of ministry together 
here at First United.  Of this first year, I would say “No one could have had a more 
eventful first year.” 
 
After a very joyful Fall, filled with meet and greet sessions with members of the 
church, it was suddenly Christmas.  Following the holy roller-coaster of Christmas-
Eve services, I was excited to be able to participate in a January Stewardship drive.  
Ending with a shower of confetti to celebrate the generosity of this people of God, 
the Stewardship drive led neatly into the season of Lent.  Shortly after Ash 
Wednesday, of course, the world turned upside down.  We closed our building to 
all but essential services such as the Food Pantry.  We moved our worship all-
online. We learned and adapted, all becoming experts on Zoom and dropbox and 
Facetime and Instacart. 
   
The six months since the COVID-19 crisis began have—quite honestly—been a bit 
of a blur.  In preparation for writing this, I had to go back to my Messenger Bell 
cover articles and Council reports just to remind myself of what has gone on.  And 
looking back over those reports, you know what I came away thinking?  I am so 
proud of you, First United Church.   
 
Every curve in the road, every unexpected surprise, every change to beloved tradi-
tion, you have met these challenges with grace and courage and kindness.   
 
As disappointing as it is to recognize this, we are still very much in the thick of this 
pandemic.  There are no quick solutions on offer and the changes we have had to 
make to keep one another safe aren’t going anywhere anytime soon.   But I look 
forward to the year ahead with eager anticipation.  Yes, there will be challenges.  
Yes it will be hard.  But we will face this year together.  And there is no other com-
pany I would rather keep. 
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ASSOCIATE PASTOR 
OF EDUCATION 
Lydia Mulkey 
lmulkey@firstunitedoakpark.com 

 

A year that began almost as any other—church school leaders gathered and pre-

pared for our “Deep Dive” into faith complete with fishy decorations covering the 

walls of our hallways. Adult Education gathered in Centennial Hall to study the Bi-

ble. Small groups met around tables over coffee. An exciting Gathering Day brought 

an exciting sermon from our dynamic new lead pastor, John Edgerton. The fall New-

comers class tried a new format, offering an intimate weeknight dinner that turned 

out to be a wonderful way to get to know new friends. A new First United Nursery 

School year began with an announcement that our beloved director Joan White 

would retire, and a search team began meetings over breakfast in Room 13.  

Then, everything changed, and we were forced to change with it. The decision was 

made to close the building and move worship online, and with that, I found myself 

learning video production and editing. As my skills grew, my computer’s capacity 

diminished, and Council approved a computer that could handle the load. I will nev-

er forget Pastor John saying, “If we are going to do worship online, we are not going 

to just do our regular worship in front of a camera. We are going to do things we 

can only do BECAUSE we are online.” You all rose to the challenge, sending in pho-

tos, videos, ordaining deacons and elders via Zoom, and voting with virtual raised 

hands in congregational meetings. This year has been nothing short of a roller 

coaster ride, and I am grateful to have been on this ride with you all. You are a peo-

ple full of grace, creativity, and love for one another. It has made all the difference 

this year. Thank you. 
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PASTORAL ASSOCIATE, 
YOUTH MINISTRY AND 
CONGREGATIONAL CARE 
Alicia Reese 
areese@firstunitedoakpark.com 

FIRST UNITED SENIOR HIGHS (FUSH): 

Last summer, the FUSH Circle Task Force worked to evaluate and recommend 

changes for our high school youth group program, FUSH. The final report of this 

task force was finished and shared in October 2019. Many of those changes were 

implemented and we began the 2019-20 program year with a new structure in 

place that was refocused on our values and recommitted to inclusivity. Our Sunday 

evening gatherings had a regular structure and agendas as guidance for the advisors 

and moderators. We ate dinner at designated round tables so that everyone had 

somewhere to sit, to foster connection between youth who might not normally en-

gage with one another, and to encourage overall inclusivity. Many said this was the 

best and biggest change that was made and it was the easiest!  We implemented an 

intentional rotational structure of the activities we planned – fellowship, explora-

tion, self-care, service, etc. This helped us to live into our values and find a balance 

of what the youth found fun with what we believe is important to expose them to. 

It was horribly unfortunate that because of the chaos at the start of the year we did 

not do a fall retreat, then due to terrible weather, the winter retreat was canceled, 

and then due to COVID-19 we were not able to attend the annual work camp.  All of 

this means that there was much shared experience that didn’t get to happen, the 

youth weren’t able to bond as much as they would have, and some advisors felt 

disconnected from the youth.  

 

FIRST UNITED JUNIOR HIGHS (FUJI): 

FUJI also underwent many of the same changes as FUSH did, and it was a welcome 

change, but the biggest problem was that we had only one advisor for the first two 

months. Then she moved away and we had no advisors for a while. Thankfully, 

Youth Ministry Team members were willing to serve as “subs” so that we could con-

tinue meeting, but this was not a sustainable solution. Then in early 2020 we had a 

few parents step in as advisors on a temporary basis so that FUJI could continue. 

However, then COVID-19 happened, and we have been doing everything on Zoom 

and GroupMe. We were able to pull off the OWL lock-in in Nov 2019 as we had 

enough trained OWL facilitators and two guest advisors to make it happen, which 

was great!  
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PASTORAL ASSOCIATE, 
YOUTH MINISTRY AND 
CONGREGATIONAL CARE 
Alicia Reese 
areese@firstunitedoakpark.com 

Throughout this time during the pandemic, I have met with or made myself availa-

ble through Zoom once a week for each youth group. We have informally talked, 

watched a movie, read a book, played games and more.  I communicate almost dai-

ly, but at least three or four times a week, with each group in GroupMe.  

 

QUEST: 

For the 2019-20 program year we implemented an experimental curriculum that I 

designed through the adaptation and combination of our previous curriculum and 

other programs. This new structure was a more “independent study” model. We 

met monthly, assigned outside readings and reflection, brought back the Friend in 

Faith component, and required other out-of-class experiences, but the Questors got 

to choose what they did and when. This model seeks to develop time management 

skills, autonomy, responsibility, creativity, independent thinking/questioning, as 

well as seeking to instill the importance of lived experience in the Christian faith.  It 

was going very well until the pandemic forced us to do everything remotely, which 

was a challenge and an unfortunate way to end the year.  We were able to make 

the Questors church members via Zoom, but not celebrate with the usual breakfast 

and worship service; we hope to do this in the future. 

 

LIFETOUCH PICTURE DIRECTORY: 

This year I have spearheaded the effort to finally get a new picture directory print-

ed. We were so close and then COVID-19 messed it up! We are hoping to finish this 

project in the next few months. 

 

DEACONS: 

The deacons continued their work as the spiritual caregivers of First United with 

their dedicated presence in the chapel following worship for all those in need of a 

time and space for prayer. We hosted a couple of vespers services and Deacons had 

a successful retreat that focused on the Enneagram. Three deacons rolled off and 

we welcomed four folks to this ministry.  

 

CARE MINISTRIES: 

Prayer Shawl Ministry – despite my previous attempts to revitalize this ministry, 
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PASTORAL ASSOCIATE, 
YOUTH MINISTRY AND 
CONGREGATIONAL CARE 
Alicia Reese 
areese@firstunitedoakpark.com 

Prayer Shawl Ministry – despite my previous attempts to revitalize this ministry, 

it didn’t happen until COVID-19 forced us online. Over the summer we have 

met on a weekly basis and for the coming program year will meet twice a 

month.  

PAL note writers – this ministry continues to go strong and I think is more im-

portant than ever. It is one more way for our community to experience con-

nection in this time of isolation and distancing.  

The following three ministries were created in response to COVID-19 and to 

meet the needs of those in our congregation. The helpers were on standby 

to run errands for those who were unable to do it themselves; folks who 

had the ability to make masks did so and we helped get them to those in 

need; and our callers connected with many of our elderly who either don’t 

use technology much and/or live alone. These  ministries helped provide 

care, connection, and create a network to help to do just that: 

Volunteer Helpers  

Caring Callers  

Mask Makers  
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CHURCH COUNCIL 
MODERATOR:  
Gene Armstrong 
 
ELDERS: 
Samantha Duwe                                                                                                                            
 
Chase Gentile                 
 
Melinda Haag     
 
Janet Haisman   
 
Carol Ingram        
 
Megan Lewis        
 
Alissa Lonergan           
 
Carl Nauert (Clerk)    
 
Dan Pietrini   
 
Paul Raducha            
 
Sue Saliny     
 
Jamie Shamhart                
 
Priscilla Sibley     
 
Sallie Smylie         
 
Doug Sorenson  
 
STAFF LIAISON:  
John Edgerton 
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Because we changed to a fiscal year ending on June 30th, this report covers the 

eighteen months from January 1, 2019, through June 30, 2020.  During this period, 

Council has led the congregation to achieve several significant goals, complete 

many important tasks, and celebrate milestones in the life of the Church: 

On matters relating to our staff: 

We celebrated the service and “bid our fondest adieu” to our interim lead pas-

tor, Deborah Kapp. 

We extended our heartfelt welcome to our new lead pastor, John Edgerton. 

We said farewell and “thank you” to Joan White, our long-time Director of the 

First United Nursery School. 

We welcomed Amy Cardin, the new Director of the Nursery School. 

We were pleased to bring on board Shirley Kyle as our Financial Administrator. 

We awarded additional personal days to our pastoral and administrative staff 

to express our appreciation for their extraordinary efforts during this time 

of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

We eased the burden on our administration by outsourcing payroll processing 

and human resources services. 

On matters relating to our church governance and management: 

We presented a revised constitution to the congregation, which the members 

approved. 

We revamped our Personnel Handbook. 

We refined and restated our staff performance evaluation system. 

We wrote a Ministry Outline for the first time in 16 years, which the members 

approved. 

We reorganized our working groups from committees to teams. 

We configured teams into Ministries to improve communication and coopera-

tion among and between teams. 

We aligned team goals more closely to the Ministry Outline. 

With the cooperation of the Nursery School Board, we advanced toward more 

fully incorporating and assimilating the Nursery School as a true compo-

nent of our church. 

We converted from a December 31st calendar year to a June 30th fiscal year to 
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align our financial planning to our church calendar and to the Nursery School 

academic calendar. 

Especially noteworthy, under the guidance of our staff, we converted worship 

and other church activities from “in person” to “virtual” and maintained or 

improved participation.   

On matters relating to our building: 

We completed the replacement of the 100-year-old slate roof over the sanctu-

ary. 

We rebuilt the roof over the church gym 

We completed the upgrade of our sanctuary sound and lighting systems. 

We refurbished another of the stained-glass windows on the west wall of our 

chapel. 

We noted that dedicated volunteers from the congregation have greatly im-

proved the beauty of our outdoor spaces. 

On matters relating to our church life: 

We celebrated the 100th anniversary of our church building. 

We repurposed our spaces to accommodate our mission partner, Beyond Hun-

ger, as it worked to meet community needs for food support when social 

distancing requirements posed special problems. 

We created a Public Health Team to craft procedures and protocols to follow in 

order for us to conduct our operations safely and avoid transmission of the 

COVID-19 virus. 

We celebrated with pride the “Peacekeepers” award the Presbyterian Peace 

Fellowship bestowed on the Gun Violence Prevention efforts led by our 

Faith in Action team. 

With the concerted efforts of the FUSH evaluation team and the invaluable 

input from our youth, FUSH was guided from a place of mutual concern to 

a place of renewed focus and commitment to the ideals our church strives 

to achieve. 

Council and Council leadership have felt privileged to lead and guide our congrega-

tion during these eighteen months.  With God’s grace and the commitment of the 

congregation, we will endure and thrive in the challenging and interesting times 

ahead.  We all know there is much to do to advance the causes of peace, love, and 

justice. 
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In June of 2019 we celebrated a deacon transition – thanking those deacons whose 

terms of service came to an end and welcoming new deacons into this ministry. 

We marked the occasion with a ritual that involved anointing by the outgoing and 

incoming deacons, which was symbolic of their transition. 

 

We began the year with the hope of hosting a few vespers services throughout the 

year and offering a couple of educational/experiential/spiritual workshops. We 

continued to host prayer in the chapel following worship, which often saw the 

same few folks take advantage of that opportunity for prayer, spiritual care and 

connection.  

 

We attended our annual deacon retreat in November 2019 at Grace Episcopal 

Church, focused on the Enneagram.  Again, we had “Donuts with Deacons” each 

Sunday in Advent in order to make ourselves more visible to the congregation and 

to help folks identify their deacon. 

 

COVID-19 obviously derailed the majority of plans for 2020, but we are trying to 

think outside the box about how to be deacons and how to meet the needs of our 

church family in this strange time.  

 
DEACON BOARD 
CO-CHAIRS: 
Ally Vertigan   
allyvertigan@gmail.com     
 
Kregg Raducha 
kregg.raducha@gmail.com 
 
TEAM MEMBERS: 
Leah Beckwith 
 
Bob Berry 
 
Ken Honderich 
 
Clara Kearley 
 
Porter Luckett 
 
Walter Miller 
 
Len Palombi 
 
Betsy Samore 
 
Sara Stevenson 
 
STAFF LIAISON:  
Alicia Reese 
 
COUNCIL LIAISON:  
Jamie Shamhart (half year) 
  
Gene Armstrong (half year) 
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ADULT EDUCATION 
TEAM 
CHAIR:  
Kathryn Heavey  
Kathrynop@gmail.com 
 
TEAM MEMBERS:  
Kari Aboud    
 
George Ashman    
 
Pauline Coffman     
 
Dave Marshall     
 
Len Palombi     
 
Martina Reese     
 
Dale Sorenson   
 
STAFF LIAISON:  
Lydia Mulkey 
 
COUNCIL LIAISON:  
Alissa Lonergan 

Most classes listed below comprised 3-4 sessions, most of which were very well 
attended: 
 
Fall 2019: 
Storytelling at Gilead, a UCC Church in Chicago, led by Lizzy Bortoto  
Religion and Science, led by Linda Eastwood  
Advent Bible Study, led by our staff  
 
January - March 2020:  
Syria, the Burden of Memory and the Hope of Gospel, led by Pauline Coffman 
Synoptic Gospels, led by John Edgerton  
Book group which discussed Praying with Process Theology, led by Len Palombi 
Climate change, led by John Edgerton and Lydia Mulkey 
 
April - September 2020:  With the church closed due to the pandemic, no addition-
al Adult Education sessions were held in the spring or summer.  The team conduct-
ed virtual meetings to discuss potential virtual offerings for this fall, which could 
include sessions on race, another on climate change, and a long-term Bible Study 
to take place in-person, starting in 2021, if the church can open then.  Other topics 
will be considered as well, including one on the future of Christianity, or how to be 
a Christian in modern times. We have also discussed the possibility of sessions fo-
cusing on “call stories,” i.e., how the prophets were called and how they reacted - 
and how we ordinary people feel that we are called, and how we handle that. 
 
Virtual Offerings for fall 2020 (to be finalized following the team’s September 10 
meeting):   
A book group led by Len Palombi, to discuss the book, Good Grief  
A six-week Bible Study led by Beth Dickerson, tentatively titled “Naughty Women 
of the Bible.” 
 
Budget:  The Adult Education Team does not anticipate expenditures greater than 
the previous year’s, so we are willing to use the same budget as 2019 - 2020. 
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BUILDINGS & GROUNDS 
TEAM 
CHAIR:  

John Zaruba   

johnzaruba143@gmail.com  

 

TEAM MEMBERS: 

John Bell    

Christine Bohlman   

Gary Cerniglia     

John Hembling      

Ann Tanner     

Sarah Thompson     

Ben von Fischer 

 

STAFF LIAISONS: 

Keith Liesse, Amanda Swanson 

 

COUNCIL LIAISON:  

Tim Dull 

This report includes meeting notes on projects and proposals discussed and imple-
mented by the Team from January 2020 until the beginning of September 2020. 

 

General Overview  

Due to the Covid-19 crisis, B&G did not meet in April or May, and subsequent 
meetings were via Zoom.  The Team had a limited budget to work with during the 
first half of 2020, and many of the projects that were scheduled for the spring are 
now being completed. 

 

January: 

The Team compiled a list of projects to be completed this spring, including patching 
holes in the parking lot, several electrical improvements to the sanctuary, lounge 
and chapel, and a general spring clean-up of the church grounds. 

February: 

A grounds clean-up day was scheduled for April 4, with help from the Boy Scouts 
and Girl Scouts.  A new minor leak was discovered in the gym ceiling, but was not 
related to the replacement of the gym roof last summer. Two new outlets were in-
stalled in the sanctuary for up-lighting of the side banners. 

March: 

The gym roof leak was repaired.  Planting a new tree to honor Joan White was ap-
proved. It is to be planted near the playground.  New parking lot signs, which were 
requested by the Nursery School, were installed. The south sanctuary exterior doors 
were cleaned, with refinishing of the doors to be scheduled after the Lake Street 
repairs are completed.  Parking lot stripes were repainted.  Two new hanging light 
fixtures were installed in the lower narthex.  All of the current members of the B&G 
Team agreed to remain on the Team until at least June of 2021.  

June: 

The planting/cleanup day in the church yard happened on April 4, but no Boy or Girl 
Scouts showed up to help.  Mulch was spread in the flowerbeds. The church re-
ceived a grant for wildlife plantings to be planted this month. 

July: 

The old tree near the playground has been removed, and the Nursery School will be 
responsible for planting the tree to honor Joan White next spring.  The Boy Scouts 
helped complete the wildlife plant planting.  Beyond Hunger has had a temporary 
walk-in cooler installed in the parking lot. 
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BUILDINGS & GROUNDS 
TEAM 
 

August: 

Davey Tree is scheduled to remove a dead tree in the Memorial Garden, along with 
yews that surround the dead tree. Davey will also be removing various other dead 
branches, and later this fall will trim back the oak branches overhanging the Sunday 
School wing.  The damaged ceilings in the east and west sanctuary aisles are being 
patched and painted in September.  The major parking lot holes were patched. 

September: 

The Team plans to follow up on projects deferred since the beginning of the year. 

The one major project is to replace the outdated and partially broken electrical 
breaker  panel in the Chapel.  If the budget allows, the Team plans to have repairs 
done to the sidewalks in front of the Memorial Garden in the spring.  
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We began our 2019-2020 Church School year with a very successful Gathering Day, 

which had a Deep Dive theme followed by the Third Grade Bible Breakfast.  Along 

with our team’s usual responsibilities, which include providing support for our 

church school leaders, acting as liaisons to each class, filling children’s worship bas-

kets weekly, and providing breakfasts for the church school leader meetings, we 

added a new event in October.  Our All Hallowtide celebration included a hot dog 

lunch and a fun scavenger hunt.  Everyone had a great time!  Our Advent Family 

Craft event, which was held during the rehearsal for Hanging of the Greens, was 

well attended and enjoyed by everyone.  The Christmas Eve Pageant was beautiful, 

as usual.  In early March, we were finalizing our preparations for our Messy Church 

event, which allows the church school leaders a chance to take a couple of Sundays 

off during spring break, when Covid-19 came along and changed everything.   

In April and May our Team met via Zoom, focusing on staying connected to the 

children of First United during the pandemic.  We worked with the Faith in Action 

Team, making Mother’s Day cards to be delivered to New Moms, and collected 

food items for our mission partners at Beyond Hunger and Housing Forward.    

After meeting with the church school leaders in May, it was determined that the 

leaders would try to connect via Zoom with their classes in the summer.  Our 3rd-4th 

grade class met with very positive results.   

As we move forward into our 2020-2021 year, we are finding new ways to stay 

connected with the children and their families.  We have volunteers ready to tell 

Bible stories, deliver craft supplies, lead music and host monthly Zoom sessions 

with groups of children.  We will be creating and sending monthly choice boards, 

which will offer opportunities for children  and their families to engage in activities 

related to the story of the month, continuing their faith development and nurtur-

ing their sense of responsibility to all God’s people. 

CHILDREN’S MINISTRY 
TEAM 
 

CHAIR:   

Julie Nauert 

jaknauert@gmail.com 

 

TEAM MEMBERS:    

Amanda Auch   

Adrianne Stemley   

Ellen Parker   

Sarah Severson   

Shannon Saliny 

 

STAFF LIAISON:  

Lydia Mulkey 

 

COUNCIL LIAISON:    

Alissa Lonergan 
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The Communications Team, although small in number, had several accomplish-
ments over the last year and a half: 

• We continue to oversee updates on the church website, a tasked shared by 
Sher Watts Spooner and Dennis Cobb.  We have expanded inside pages to include 
regular updates to the Mission Calendar page and a dedicated page for the Wom-
en’s Retreat.  Church members who want more online details about various pro-
grams featured on the website should contact Sher directly. 

We again produced one-page flyers describing church worship services and 
activities for Advent/Christmas and Lent/Easter. 

• We updated our trifold pamphlet (distributed in worship bulletins and available 
on the Elders’ Desk and at front and back sanctuary entrances) that describes what 
First United has to offer visitors, especially those looking for a new church home.
          

We started our new podcast, First United Speaks, with each week’s sermons. 
Although we can’t add new material right now, since all worship is being 
streamed, recordings of sermons will be added when we go back to wor-
shiping in the Sanctuary.     

 

 COMMUNICATIONS 
TEAM 
 
CHAIR:    
Sher Watts Spooner    
sandaspooner@comcast.net 
 
TEAM MEMBERS:  
David Marshall     
 
Anne Paluck     
 
Debby Preiser     
 
Martina Reese    
 
STAFF LIAISON:  
Dennis Cobb 
 
COUNCIL LIAISON:  
Carl Nauert 

 

ANNUAL REPORT 2020 



 

16 

FAITH IN ACTION 
TEAM 
 
CO-CHAIRS:  
John Chapman-Rienstra     
wolverienstra@gmail.com    
 
Lois Thiessen Love  
lois@thiessenlove.com 
 
TEAM MEMBERS:  
 
James Babcock     
 
Lynn Barrier   
  
Pauline Coffman    
 
Bob Haisman     
 
Kathleen Pederson   
 
Marilyn Giles 
 
STAFF LIAISON:  
John Edgerton 
 
COUNCIL LIAISON:  
Carol Ingram 

Our mission:  Seeking to be God’s actor in the world, bringing people together to 

serve God and to have greater impact collectively. 

In 2019 FIA seeks integration of mission within the life of First United, partnerships 

near and far, and moving from charity to systems of change.  In particular, we hope 

to inform and update First United congregants about: 

 The scope and nature of FIA’s general mission and its outreach. 

Opportunities to participate in FIA’s many areas of service and mission. 

FIA initiated an e-blast on the third Wednesday of each month for the purpose of 

informing congregants of new initiatives and opportunities for involvement. 

Fourth Sunday Mission Offerings 

FIA organizes and sponsors a free-will offering the fourth Sunday of each months.  

Recipients of these offerings were Ecumenical Advocacy Days scholarships, Pastoral 

Services, Ministerial Pension Fund, One Great Hour of Sharing, New Moms, Double 

Value Coupons Day, Cluster Tutoring, Nursery School scholarships, BUILD, The In-

clusive Collective, House to Home Kits, and OPRF Food Pantry (Beyond Hunger). 

Highlights Outreach of FIA – Our Mission Partners: 
From Vision 2020 Drivers: Moving from words to witness in our relationship with 
God. 

Moving from the words spoken on Sunday to providing leadership for the 
people of First United to live out God’s love toward us and our love for God 
in our caring for others, for the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the sick, 
the naked, and those in prison, as Christ challenged his followers.   

Housing 

Refugee Support:  FIA has continued to support the Alsaad Family as they take 

steps to acculturate and become self-sustaining.   

Housing Justice:  

Housing Forward PADS Shelter, Sojourners Bridge Housing, Support Center, 

Emergency Services (Prevail) 

New Moms  
Children 

Kids’ Kloset  
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National Evangelical Synod of Syria and Lebanon for refugee schools and aid to 

families inside Syria 

Seraj Library Project for children’s libraries in Palestine  

Cluster Tutoring 

Hunger 

Beyond Hunger 
Shawnash Institute –Double Value Coupons for Farmers’ Market fresh produce 

Justice 
From Vision 2020 Drivers: Moving from charity to changing structures in our rela-

tionship with the world. We invest passionately and aggressively to improve the 

social and cultural structures which create and sustain the need and the injustice.  

Middle East:  

Adult Education  

Advocacy  

Waging Peace:   

Illinois Gun Violence Prevention Coalition 

United Power for Action and Justice  

BUILD – Hope, Lives, Futures 

Presbyterian Peace Fellowship 

Central America & Immigration  

Chicago Religious Leadership Network on Latin America 

Environment  

One Earth Film Festival 

Oak Park Public Library 

Plastic Free Campaign 

Restoring and care for the earth –  

Building and Grounds First United  

It’s Our Future 

Housing  

Oak Park Regional Housing Center  

United Power for Action and Justice 
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NEWCOMERS 
TEAM 
CHAIR:  Teri Omert    
tomert@comcast.net 
 
TEAM MEMBERS:  
Michelle Chapman-Rienstra 
 
Patricia Feeley    
 
Debbie Morris     
 
Martha Sorenson     
 
Brian Stemley      
 
Sara Woodward 
 
STAFF LIAISON:  
Lydia Mulkey 
 
COUNCIL LIAISON:  
Priscilla Sibley 

The Newcomers Team is a small but mighty team that endeavors to welcome po-
tential new members to First United by providing opportunities to learn about the 
church and engage with our congregation.  

Three times a year the team offers a series of four interactive classes which provide 
newcomers with information about the church and an opportunity to understand 
how they may participate in our congregation.  In the classes we conduct a church 
tour to provide a close-up look of our facility as well as the programs and initiatives 
that the church supports.  During the tour the various teams and ministries are 
highlighted, as well as the ways members can become engaged in the life of the 
church through their gifts of time or pledges of support.  Pastor Lydia Mulkey then 
covers the polity and structure of our church and its origins in both the PCUSA and 
the UCC.  Next we explore our newcomers’ spiritual journeys and answer any ques-
tions they may have on the church, our faith or membership.  Finally, Council mem-
bers are invited to a breakfast to meet those who wish to become members and 
welcome them into the congregation. 

In the past 18 months we have welcomed 23 new members to First United. Many 
of these members are already engaged in our community through committee 
work, volunteering with mission partners, as well as enjoying social events.  These 
new members range from families with young children to grandparents and single 
persons, and from those new to Oak Park to those who have lived here most of 
their lives. 

The coronavirus crisis arose after we had completed our February class. We were 
unable to hold a May/June class and had to cancel plans for a New Member Reun-
ion where we would have touched base with members who had joined within the 
last two years.  While we find potential new members in a variety of ways, we very 
often identify them through the pew pads which attendees sign.  As we are not 
currently able to worship in person this has become a challenge for the team.  We 
are continuing to navigate this new world and are looking for new and innovative 
ways to identify potential new members and to provide interesting and engaging 
classes for them.  
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NOMINATING  
TEAM 
 
CHAIR:   

Art Spooner    

sandaspooner@comcast.net 

 

TEAM MEMBERS:  

Ryan Issel    

Lois Merrill     

Barbara Metric   

Cindy Palombi   

Brian Shamhart 

 

STAFF LIAISON:  

John Edgerton 

 

COUNCIL LIAISON:  

Sue Saliny 

There are some great jokes about committees (“A committee is a group that keeps 

minutes and loses hours”).  However, the reality of many churches is in contrast to 

all the jokes:  committees are one way we learn how to collaborate with others to 

get things done.  The things committees get done are often the most important 

work of the church.  Committees are places where real discipleship work gets done. 

The mission of the Nominating Team is to support First United members and 

teams, whose passions and gifts are used to strengthen the various ministries of 

the church.  In 2019 and the first part of 2020, we worked with Council, Deacons, 

team chairs, pastoral staff and members of the church.  Our focus is to facilitate 

relationships between each team and the Nominating Team.  One of our goals has 

been to provide ongoing support and training to teams as they seek and recruit 

new participants for their team.  We also encourage teams to follow practices that 

make for healthier functioning and for smooth transitions to new leadership.  A 

new focus for 2020-21:  as First United changes from a “committee” culture to a 

“team/ministry” culture, can we avoid the worst aspects of committee life? 

We carefully and prayerfully nominated Elders, Deacons and Nominating Team 

members for election by the congregation.  We continue to work with Church 

Council and the pastoral staff to improve communication among the church’s lead-

ership.  Also, with the encouragement of the Strategic Plan, we added a focus on 

leadership development. 

For many Christians, church committees are opportunities to “get out of their com-

fort zone” and explore passions that they are not able to explore in their working 

life or their family life.  Other Christians are looking for a good “fit” between the 

skills they use in the working life and the skills they use in their church community.  

Still others get involved with committees hoping to make new friends, or to devel-

op their spiritual faith.  Either way, we encourage each member of the congrega-

tion to be alert for all opportunities to use their gifts, talents and skills to build up 

the Kingdom! 
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PERSONNEL  
TEAM 
 
CHAIR:  

Caitlin Zinsser   

caitlin.zinsser@gmail.com 

 

TEAM MEMBERS:  

Chris Damon    

Bob Downs     

Melanie Jakupovic    

Mark Rodriguez 

 

STAFF LIAISON:  

John Edgerton 

 

COUNCIL LIAISON:  

Dan Pietrini 

The church’s biggest personnel-related news of the past 12 months was of course 
the successful call and on-boarding of our new Lead Pastor, John Edgerton.  Alt-
hough the Personnel Team can take no credit for bringing John here to lead our 
flock (thanks go to the Pastoral Nominating Committee for recruiting him, and to 
the Council for finalizing the arrangements), we have worked closely with John at 
our monthly meetings.  He is the clergy staff-person assigned to our Team and has 
been a quick study, coming up to speed with alacrity to guide and assist us in our 
mission. 

The Personnel Team’s own “job description” was slightly revised this past year.  As a 
result of the work of the task force studying committee structures, we went from 
being a “Committee” to a “Team.”  More substantively, the new written description 
clarifies that the Team is no longer expected to draft provisions of employee hand-
books or personnel policies which, in today’s ever more regulated climate, is better 
done by professionals with some expertise in federal and state human resources 
law.  Fortunately, the Church has access to such legal and regulatory professionals 
among our membership, who have volunteered to provide assistance.  Instead, the 
Personnel Team will focus on its other roles of providing oversight of staff resources 
to ensure that they are adequate to meet the requirements of our Church’s mission, 
to provide personal support to the individuals constituting First United’s clergy and 
non-clergy staff, and to provide other personnel-related recommendations to the 
Council for their consideration. 

Among the various items that have occupied the Personnel Team this past year, 
there is one that warrants mention in this annual report.  As we all work to more 
closely integrate the governance, administration, and day-to-day operations of the 
Nursery School into the Church’s life, personnel matters are naturally involved as 
well.  A new version of the Employee Handbook has been developed which melds 
elements of the Nursery School’s own personnel policies into the Church’s person-
nel policies.  Thanks go to a Church-Nursery School joint task force chaired by Tom 
Wolford that painstakingly went through the two different policies to merge them 
into one.  On a related note, we are in the process of getting someone from the staff 
of the Nursery School to attend meetings of the Personnel Team so that we may be 
better apprised of the needs of that segment of the Church’s workforce. 
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WORSHIP, MUSIC AND 
THE ARTS TEAM 
 
CHAIR:  
Charles Morris     
cmorris91120@gmail.com 
 
TEAM MEMBERS:  
Marcia Ashton    
  
Laurie Jolicoeur     
 
Peter Todd     
 
Steve Pederson     
 
Karin Pietrini    
 
Nina Roher    
 
Susan Zaruba 
 
STAFF LIAISONS:  
Bill Chin  
 
John Edgerton  
 
Michael Surratt 
 
COUNCIL LIAISON:  
Megan Lewis 

The Strategic Plan challenges the Worship, Music and the Arts Team to provide in-

clusive worship experiences that appeal to a range of spiritual, intellectual, cultural 

and personal styles.  We celebrate our Christian faith through worship that demon-

strates our church’s commitment to social justice, mission and diversity, and helps 

us to continue our faith journey through the week. 

Our support and oversight responsibilities include the following ministries:  Worship 

Formation; Communion Preparation and Serving; Sanctuary Guild; Art Guild Installa-

tions; Ushers; Greeters; Sanctuary Choir; Bell Choir; and Children’s Choir. 

We applaud John Edgerton, Lydia Mulkey, Alicia Reese, Bill Chin and Michael Surratt 

for providing excellent worship opportunities during this challenging time, and for 

their insights and suggestions that have helped to provide new arts expressions dur-

ing worship. 

Some of our accomplishments and initiatives during 2020 include: 

Provided feedback and support to pastoral staff regarding worship and wor-

ship elements 

Consistent strong worship experiences 

Successfully encouraged Council to initiate a significant upgrade of our sanc-

tuary organ 

With help from Pete Todd and Nina Roer, we have been exploring whether 

to begin live streaming of worship.  We expect to make a recommenda-

tion to Council in the near future whether or not to proceed. 

Proposed goals for 2020: 

Continued enhancement of the diversity of our worship experiences 

Inclusion of more “arts” expressions in our worship experiences 
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YOUTH MINISTRY TEAM 
CO-CHAIRS:  
Barbra Kopka    
dbegkopka@sbcgloal.net   
 
Susan Pierson  
pierson.susan@gmail.com 
 
TEAM MEMBERS:  
Mark Breen     
 
Renee Davis     
   
Yasmina Duwe     
  
Judy Hembling      
   
Connie Hill     
 
Julia Huff 
 
STAFF LIAISON:  
Alicia Reese 
 
COUNCIL LIAISON:  
Jamie Shamhart 
 
 

The Youth Ministry Team supports Quest and the youth groups FUJI and FUSH.  The 

team provides support to the pastoral liaison, Alicia Reese, and the advisors with 

planning, shopping, organizing parties and parent meetings, filling in as advisors 

when needed, and other various tasks.  The Youth Ministry Team holds monthly 

meetings. 

This year the youth programs started as normal with the traditional kick-off barbe-

que and weekly meetings.  There was a shortage of FUJI advisors, but Youth Minis-

try Team members filled in to keep the program going.  The FUJI meetings were 

eventually moved to a Sunday time slot before FUSH, instead of running concurrent-

ly, to allow Alicia to be present at both youth group meetings.  For FUSH it was a 

year of change and moving forward as a unified group, so it was crucial for Alicia to 

be present as much as possible. 

The program years for FUJI and FUSH were going well for youth and advisors, using 

a program rotational model of weekly activities that rotated between fellowship, 

exploration, service, care groups, and self-care.  There were some obstacles in the 

year with bad weather.  The first big service project, apple picking, which is always a 

fun activity and has high attendance, was cancelled due to rain, and FUSH had their 

winter retreat cancelled due to bad weather and driving conditions.  FUJI had their 

annual OWL lock-in in the fall, which was well attended.  The Christmas parties were 

a hit for both youth groups and are always well attended. 

March brought the Covid-19 virus and all youth activities were transitioned to virtu-

al gatherings.  Youth Sunday was still held, with an online church service and many 

youth participating.  Alicia continued weekly meetings through the summer to keep 

all the kids engaged, when normally they would end in May.  She also added some 

additional programming communications of:  Mondays – emails; Tuesdays – some-

times share a picture; Wednesdays – “wisdom Wednesdays” quote share; Thurs-

days – “thoughtful Thursdays,” ask a thought-provoking question; and Fridays – 

mental health check-in (colored hearts).  Attendance at weekly meetings was higher 

with FUJI than with FUSH, and both dropped very low as the summer progressed.  

FUSH had to cancel their annual Work Camp trip, which is always the highlight of 

the FUSH year.  Quest was able to complete their year well with the switch to virtual 

meetings, which was very compatible with the new curriculum.  Quest class mem-

bers were voted on as members in a virtual congregational meeting, and will partici-

pate in a church service when in-person services begin again. 

 

ANNUAL REPORT 2020 



 

23 

 

FINANCE TEAM 
 
CHAIR:   
Jackie Eckholm     
Jmeckholm@comcast.net 
 
TEAM MEMBERS:  
Bob Giles    
 
Doug Sorenson 
 
David Strom 
 
Doug Thurman 
 
Rich Wheelock 
 
Sandy White 
 
STAFF LIAISON:  
John Edgerton 
 
COUNCIL LIAISON:  
Chase Gentile 

The purpose of the Finance Team is to advise the Church Council on the financial 
matters of the Church.  This includes working with the Church Treasurer and the 
financial staff in preparing the budget; monitoring revenues and expenditures dur-
ing the year and alerting the Council of any problems; overseeing the endowment 
and endowment draws during the year; securing counters for counting and depos-
iting the weekly plate offering; and having a public accountant or committee of 
Church members versed in accounting practices review the financial books each 
year.   

 

To implement the Church Council decision to change the budget year from a calen-
dar year to a July 1 to June 30 fiscal year so that the budget year more closely fol-
lows the Church’s program year, the Finance Team ended budget year 2019 on June 
30, 2019.  Thus budget year 2019 was only six months long.  Since there was already 
a 2019 budget in place for the entire year, the Financial Consultant and the Chair of 
the Finance Team divided revenue and expenses between 2019 and 2020 and con-
gregants were asked to Tithe Us Over by extending their pledges for six months to 
cover January 1 to June 30, 2020, to complete the 2019-2020 fiscal year.  

 

The audit firm of CapinCrouse began its audit of calendar year 2018 in February 
2019 and concluded its report in August 2019.  The auditors found that “In our opin-
ion, the financial statements . . . present fairly, in all material respects, the assets, 
liabilities and net assets of the First United Church of Oak Park as of December 31, 
2018 . . . .”  This is a positive finding.  They did have 11 recommendations for better 
control of the Church’s finances, from endorsing all checks at the time of collection 
to the valuing of donated stock on the date of the gift and the income recorded 
once the stock has been sold.  The audit included the Nursery School, whose finan-
cial records are now part of the Church’s finances as recommended by the Wolf 
“Internal Control Review” in September 2014.  

 

As of July 1, 2019, the market value of the endowment managed by Bernstein was 
$3,207,790.00.  By March 31, 2020, the value was $2,742,937.01, or approximately 
$464,852.99 less.  Because of the fluctuations in the market, Bernstein recommend-
ed that we reduce the annual draw from the endowment.  On April 21, 2020, the 
Finance Team recommended to the Church Council that the percentage withdrawn 
from the endowment each year be reduced from 5% to 4%.  The Council accepted 
the recommendation.  For fiscal year 2020, we withdrew $157,569.55 from the en-
dowment.  The value of the endowment on June 30, 2020, was $3,050,729.74, or a 
decrease of $157,060.26 from July 1, 2019.   In fiscal year 2020 we paid $38,504.99 
in interest and $150,000 in principal on the margin loan secured by the endowment.  
On June 30, 2020, the margin loan balance was $980,609.48.    
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FINANCE TEAM 
 
 

In March 2020 the Covid-19 virus spread across the world, closing the Church and 
the Nursery School and resulting in a loss of Nursery School revenues from tuition 
and the canceling of a major fundraising event.  The good news is that the Church 
qualified for the Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) loan in the amount of $208,320 
that covered staff and Nursery School personnel costs and some utilities for the 
months of April, May, and June.  The Church has met the loan forgiveness require-
ments and we expect the loan to be forgiven.   This has left the Church in a positive 
cash position as of July 1, 2020.   The total Church and Nursery School revenue for 
2020 including the PPP loan of $208,320 was $2,040,812.02.  The total expenses 
were $1,886,851.49.  After transfers from operating funds to restricted funds, the 
net difference between revenue and expenses was a positive $140,745.09.  As for 
actual cash on hand June 30, 2020, the Church operating and the Nursery School 
checking accounts totaled $319,271.03.  If we divide the total expenses for 2020 of 
$1,886,851.49 by 12, we learn that the we spend about $160,000 a month, and we 
have approximately $320,000 of unrestricted cash on hand, or about two months of 
expenses.  We try not to go below one and a half months of unrestricted cash on 
hand at any one time.   

 

The Nursery School began its budget-building process in October and early Novem-
ber 2019 with a review of its current budget and a projection for enrollment for 
2020-2021.   Joan White took the proposed budget to the Nursery School Board for 
approval in November 2019 so that the Nursery School could set tuition by Decem-
ber 1 for 2020-2021.  Because of Covid-19, Nursery School enrollment and conse-
quently tuition revenue is in a state of flux for fiscal year 2020-2021.     

 

The budgeting process for the Church’s operating budget began in March when 
Jackie Eckholm sent budget request forms and spreadsheets to committees, teams 
and staff.  The spreadsheet contained columns for Annual Budget FY 2019, FY 2020 
and the YTD Actual FY 2020.  Committees, Teams and Staff were asked to complete 
the column for Estimated Actual FY 2020 and propose an Annual Budget FY 2021 for 
all accounts assigned to them.  The budget request form asked for more detail and 
whether any budget numbers could be reduced in the event of a revenue shortfall.   
The Finance Team and financial staff prepared the new budget and sent it to the 
Church Council for review.  The Council appointed a special Budget Task Force that 
reviewed the budget and did have to accept some of the reductions that were in-
cluded in the original budget requests because there is a revenue shortfall in the 
budget for fiscal year 2021.   

 

The future plans for the Finance Team include the following: 

 

1.  Past Chairperson Jackie Eckholm is updating the Finance Policies and Procedures 
 Manual.  We commend her for her service as Chairperson of the Finance Team. 
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PLANNED GIVING TEAM 
 
CO-CHAIRS:   
Ann and Gene Armstrong    gene-
ann1113@yahoo.com 
 
TEAM MEMBERS:  
Stan Davis 
 
Anne Dickerson 
 
Linda Sandman 
 
Tom Wolford 
 
STAFF LIAISON:  
John Edgerton 
 
 
 

First United’s planned giving program is built on the premise that financial 
support of the church is a sacred act of worship and that a person’s commit-
ment to the church’s ministry and mission can endure beyond his or her life-
time.  Recognizing that our church and its worship, mission and education 
programs stand on the work of those ministers, staff and congregation mem-
bers who have gone before us, and taking seriously Christ’s call for us to give 
back a “measure” of ourselves, including our time, talents, and treasure, the 
Planned Giving Committee encourages members to include legacy gifts to 
the church in their estate plans.   
 
During the eighteen months covered by this report, January 1019 – June 
2020, three new households have let the church know that they have includ-
ed a gift to First United in their estate plans.  As the church closed its doors 
to in-person worship and meetings, the Planned Giving Committee ceased in-
person meetings with prospective planned gift donors.  However, we contin-
ued to follow up with those with whom we had already met.     
 
Those who have let the church know that they have made this commitment 
are called “Kindred Spirits.”  Current living Kindred Spirits now include the 52 
following families and individuals: 
 
Anonymous (10) 
Gene L. and Ann H. Armstrong 
Marcia and Rick Ashton 
Jim Bailey 
Barbara Ballinger 
Jane Barker and Melinda Haag 
Carole Bergstraesser 
Hank Bode and Susan Cartland-Bode 
John and Michelle Chapman-Rienstra 
Sara Giddings Bode 
Brad Carlson 
Christopher Damon and Connie Henderson-Damon* 
Marion Davis 
Stanley and Christine Davis 
Theodore and Joanne Despotes 
Bob Downs 
Marjorie Fallon 
Sara (Rickert) Faust 
Thomas D.* and Carole A. Ferguson 
Hilda Fischer 
Bob and Marilyn Giles 
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PLANNED GIVING TEAM 
 
 

Stuart Gillette and Yvette Bouchard 
Bob and Janet Haisman 
Bud Hayes* and Vickie Engelhardt 
Rosemary Irmis 
Sandy Jefferson 
Marilyn Kauffmann 
Lois and Brian Thiessen Love 
John and Nell Lurain 
Carl and Julie Nauert 
Allen and Georga Parchem 
Betty B. and Donald E. Peaslee* 
Dan and Karin Pietrini 
Sherlynn D. Reid 
Kris and Connie Ronnow 
Sallie and Mark Smylie 
Sara Stevenson and Mark Breen 
Mary Sue Voth 
Richard Wheelock and Linda Sandman 
Ben Wilcox  
Kari Wilcox 
Thomas and Michele Wolford 
Herbert* and Claudette Zobel 
 
*deceased 
 
Planned gifts to the church, unless otherwise designated by the donor, are 
allocated (at the direction of Council) to either or both of the church’s en-
dowments:  the Special Mission Endowment Fund and the General Endow-
ment.  Since 2010, when the present Planned Giving Team was formed, First 
United has received gifts totaling $280,132 from the estates of the following 
Kindred Spirits who are deceased: 
 
Matthew Allen 
Connie Henderson-Damon 
Edith Dennis 
Rosemary (Pat) Godfrey 
Rev. Julie Ruth Harley 
Raleigh Hegwood 
Irene W. Herrick 
Carol Kelm 
C. Vincent Long and Eleanor Davidson Long Charitable Trust 
Lynn McClure 
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PLANNED GIVING TEAM 
 
 

Jim McClure 
Ruth Peaslee 
Vivian Soderdahl 
Paul Soderdahl 
 
In FY 19 and 20, the Committee also  
1) built awareness of planned giving opportunities through Messenger Bell 
articles and testimony during worship;  
2) sponsored a very popular Adult Ed program, “Start with a Plan, Not a 
Heart Attack,” featuring local attorney and estate planner Theresa Clancy, 
who related her experience of waking up to her 52-year-old husband in the 
midst of a serious heart attack and they, parents of four teenagers and them-
selves both attorneys, not having an estate plan.  She related her journey as 
her husband regained consciousness and ultimately recovered, and the po-
tential chaos that this crisis threatened to bring to their family.  Hers was a 
graphic illustration of why having an estate plan in place (complete with 
health care and financial powers of attorney) is essential and truly a gift to 
yourself and your loved ones;   
3) met – before the shutdown - with congregation members and stayed in 
contact with them after the shutdown to discuss planned giving and encour-
age them to include the church in their estate plans; and  
4) worked to build a sense of camaraderie and identity among Kindred Spirits 
by hosting the tenth annual Kindred Spirits Donor “Thank You” brunch in 
September 2019. 
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Out of the Ashes It Rose Again 
 
Decade after decade it stands 
Through years of stability, years of struggle 
 

Discord and connection 
Exits and welcomes 
 

Decade after decade it stands 
Through years of plenty, years of want 
 

Acceptance not judgment 
Justice not oppression 
 

Decade after decade it stands 
Following Jesus, true to his call 
 

Light in darkness 
Hope in discouragement 
 

Decade after decade it stands 
Laying a table of welcome and grace 
 

Inclusive of all 
Home of sinners and saints 
 

Out of the ashes it rose again 
For generations to come 
 


