
      

A Side Effect of COVID

Streaming is attracting new people to 
the church according to an article 
that recently appeared in the United 

Church News. On October 9, five people 
joined as new members of Union Congre-
gational UCC/West Palm Beach. Four had 
learned about the church online and one by 
patronizing the church’s food pantry. 

According to Pastor Rev. Dr. Sheila 
Harvey, there has been a recent increase in 
attendance, which she attributes to COVID 
and what has resulted from the streaming of 
worship services. Rev. Sheila believes these 
newcomers are interested in the church’s 
emphasis on social justice issues and 
pastoral care. By checking out the church 
online first, they then feel more comfortable 
attending in person.

Says Jiajin Zhou, “It’s unlike any other 
church I’ve ever attended. I really enjoy it.”

 The article, “Florida church and oth-
ers say streaming, begun with COVID, 

is attracting new 
people,” appeared 
on December 26 
and can be found 
here. 

Under a light 
that aids Union 
Congregational 
UCC’s streamed 
and in-person 
worship, the Rev. 
Sheila Harvey 
baptizes Jiajin 
Zhou

Here’s a random 
t h o u g h t  t h a t 
won’t leave me 

alone today as I am called 
to write for Celebrate 
Florida. In just a few 
weeks, I will enjoy a brief 
vacation with loved ones 
in Hawaii. I’m looking 
forward to it as it follows 
upon a January filled with 
an abundance of medi-
cal appointments that in-
cluded cataract surgery 
and other procedures (it’s 
not easy getting old).

Here’s the random thought: It was 130 years ago that US troops entered Hawaii 
and toppled the Hawaiian kingdom and annexed the islands as US property. It was 
thirty years ago that President Bill Clinton apologized for that action. Today, there 
are Hawaiians arguing that the illegally annexed islands should be returned to the 
native Hawaiian people. While that’s not likely to happen, I am struck by the fact that 
I will soon be enjoying the fruits of that annexation even while others are struggling 
to reclaim their cultural identity that was usurped so many years ago.

This thought comes on the heels of a recent trip to a Florida state park and the 
visitors center there that offered a history of the area. In addition to the archeological 
finds dating back to when the Timucua inhabited the lands was written text describ-
ing how the land came into American hands “after struggles with the Indians.” Talk 
about an understatement. The description offered nothing by way of telling visitors 
about the genocide of native peoples that took place in Florida and across the North 
American continent during that period called “manifest destiny” that we teach in 

Rev. John Vertigan
Conference Minister
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Being Church

grade school to children yet too innocent to discern be-
tween truth and untruth, fact and spin.  

I enjoyed my time at the state park even though I know 
something of what happened there centuries ago.  I will 
enjoy my time in Hawaii though I know something of 
what happened there 130 years ago. But, in both instances, 
my enjoyment will be tempered by my awareness of the 
European colonization that destroyed so much of indig-
enous culture and the American colonization that reached 
far beyond the north American west coast and subdued an 
entire island culture in an unnecessary attempt to Chris-
tianize native peoples while plundering their land in the 
name of capitalism.  

Here’s another random thought that won’t leave me 
alone today: how do we repent and make reparations for 
the harm done and the privilege gained and granted by 
actions that took place long ago? I offer that question for 
future discussion. 

Be at peace, and be in touch, won’t you.

Righting Wrongs  from page 1

The PAG sewing group, known as the Piecemakers, 
meets every Tuesday morning throughout the year to 
mainly make baby quilts for All Children’s Hospital in 

St Petersburg.  
In late October, we delivered about 50 baby and children’s 

quilts to the hospital for Christmas. We also make “quillows” 
(quilts that fold into pillows) for our youth group to take on 
mission trips. 

New activities this year have included making care quilts for 
members of our congregation and working with 6th graders 
who attend Montessori by the Sea, the school next door that 
is affiliated with the church. Their first project was making 
bags for All Children’s Hospital and collecting items from their 
classmates to go into the bags (three bins worth!). We soon 
will start teaching the students to make baby quilts.

Piece Making
by Francie Nelson
Member, Pass-a-Grille Beach Community UCC/St. Pete Beach
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Happy New Year and greetings from your Florida Confer-
ence Board of Directors! It’s hard to believe that we are 
already several weeks into 2023 — it seems like time 

flies even faster each year! 
I want to express my excitement about and gratitude for the mem-

bers of our Board of Directors and their committees as we embark 
on another year of helping to support the 89 churches that make 
up the Florida Conference of the UCC. We have a gifted and di-
verse group of clergy and lay leaders who give of their time and 
talents to manage the Conference’s budget, finances and legacy 
funds; clergy standings; personnel policies and practices; and 
committee nominations. The Board also helps with planning the 

Florida Conference’s Annual Gathering and will be embarking on 
a strategic planning process throughout this year. 

I am honored to be serving as the Moderator of this Board of 
Directors, and I look forward to offering updates on our activi-
ties as the year progresses — and to visiting many of your local 
churches along the way. I also encourage you, as members of the 
Florida Conference, to share thoughts, suggestions and feedback 
on how your Board of Directors can better serve you to foster 
congregational vitality and to help more broadly represent the 
Florida Conference in wider-reaching justice and other critical 
ministries.

With blessings to you and yours in this New Year.

2023 Annual Yearbook Has Begun Across 
the UCC

The Florida Conference and the national setting of the United 
Church of Christ are calling on you to be sure that your local 
church has contributed the 2023 yearbook materials. A list of 
instructions (and necessary information) can be found here. We 
would greatly appreciate your assistance in making sure your 
church leadership understands the importance of these materials 
and your church’s participation in the yearbook.

Labyrinth Pattern Available
First Congregational UCC/Sarasota had a labyrinth built 

on its campus several years ago and the church has donated to 
the Florida Conference the pattern that was purchased and used 
for that project. The pattern and installation instructions are in 
the Conference office (dyril@uccfla.org) and are available to 
anyone considering installing a labyrinth.

from the
Conference Church House

Now Accepting General Synod Delegates
“Making All Things New” will be the theme of the 34th bien-

nial General Synod of the United Church of Christ, scheduled 
for June 30–July 4, 2023, in Indianapolis.

The scripture verse is from Isaiah 43:18-19: “Do 
not remember the former things or consider the 
things of old. I am about to do a new thing; now it 
springs forth, do you not perceive it? I will make 
a way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert.”

The future of the UCC is full of possibility!  The 
Florida Conference is looking for Synod Delegates.  If you 

would like to serve the Florida Conference by being a delegate, 
contact the Conference office and apply. We especially need 
representation from lay people and our youth, high school age 
and young adults over age 19.  Please consider being a part of 
new possibility for the future of the UCC!

If you would like more information, don’t 
hesitate to reach out to the Conference Office 
(dcyril@uccfla.org) or to the Nominating 
Committee (Rev. Karen Curtis-Weakley 
[Hope UCC/Rockledge], Nominating Com-
mittee, Chair revkcw@att.net)

Your voice and participation make a difference!

https://files.constantcontact.com/c6c60b48701/ef8da1b5-bff2-4e42-b147-e53a110ba4aa.pdf
https://files.constantcontact.com/c6c60b48701/ef8da1b5-bff2-4e42-b147-e53a110ba4aa.pdf
mailto:dyril@uccfla.org
mailto:dcyril@uccfla.org
mailto:revkcw@att.net


      

Like many other Conferences, the Florida Conference 
UCC offers Communities of Practice which give clergy 
a chance to check-in and come together for a time of 

centering, learning and support. The groups meet monthly via 
Zoom. 

• All Communities of Practice:
• Meet monthly
• Check-in with one another, sharing joys and concerns
• Offer a confidential outlet for seeking guidance and 

support
• Share a short worship or devotion time
• Share resources with one another
Over the past few years, we have created some affinity 

groups, and this year we are adding a group designed for retired 
pastors which will be self-facilitated so that there will be no 
cost involved.

If you are interested in being part of a Community of Prac-
tice and are looking for life-sustaining friendships and a fresh 
perspective on retirement, please reach out to Rev. Deb Kaiser-
Cross (member, JupiterFIRST Church), COP Coordinator. 
If you have any questions email her at debkaisercross@gmail.
com or 239/530-8511.

Invitation to a New Community of Practice for Retired Clergy
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Ministerial Excellence, Support and Authorization 
Local Church Ministries, A Covenanted Ministry 

of the United Church of Christ 

by Rev. Leslie Etheredge
Associate Conference Minister

MARKS?? What are those?? They’re something to 
which EVERY UCC minister needs to aspire. None 
of us will actually reach perfection, but they’re a 

set of very thorough benchmarks for doing ministry in the 
UCC. Take a look and see how you’re doing on achieving 
these Marks, or at least being aware of them and working on 
them. If you’re brave enough, there’s an assessment tool you 
can talk through with someone (or just yourself ).

From the Manual on Ministry 2018

Marks of Faithful and Effective Authorized Ministers
Those who hold ministerial standing in the 

United Church of Christ are entrusted with and ac-
countable for the faithfulness and effectiveness of 
their lives and ministries on its behalf. The devel-
opment and demonstration of such faithfulness and 
effectiveness are guided by the Marks of Faithful 
and Effective Authorized Ministers of the United 
Church of Christ (the Marks), a tool created to meet 
the aims of the 2005 Ministry Issues Pronouncement 
of General Synod. 

The Ministry Is-
sues Pronouncement 
sought to expand UCC 
definitions of learned-
ness and leadership in 
authorized ministry 
and to emphasize ex-
cellence in ministerial 
formation. Therefore, 
the Marks strive to 
highlight the complex 
combination of tal-
ents, understandings, 
and skills needed for 
ministerial leadership 
in the United Church 
of Christ.

Committees on Ministry are guided in their work 
of authorizing and overseeing Ordained Ministers 
by the Marks of Faithful and effective Authorized 
Ministers. The Marks also have usefulness to Local 
Churches, ministry settings, Associations, and indi-
viduals as a discernment tool. The Marks are to be 
interpreted carefully within the many and varied on-
texts of particular UCC communities and ministries.

The Marks of Faithful and Effective Authorized Ministers, 
arranged in eight categories that you can find here.  

Conference Staff  Reports

mailto:debkaisercross@gmail.com
mailto:debkaisercross@gmail.com
https://new.uccfiles.com/pdf/THE-MARKS-OF-FAITHFUL-AND-EFFECTIVE-MINISTERS.pdf
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by Rev. LaTrell Harrison
Associate Conference Minister

Conference Staff  Reports Reflections Reflections 
from Rev LaTrellfrom Rev LaTrell

Transformative 
Dance

Recently, I shared with a congregation that covenant 
partnership is akin to dancing1.  I used as an example 
the waltz. In the waltz, there is an equal distribution 

of leadership. When one person steps forward, the other steps 
back; however, when they shift to a sidestep, that movement 
is made together. 

I hear and feel the burnout of faith communities. I am won-
dering how we renew our energy for the work we are called 
to do. I am curious to explore dance as 
an intentional spiritual practice in that 
shifts are experienced in the body. In the 
Pauline epistles, the body (as metaphor) 
shows up in several places. Perhaps the 
metaphor’s significance is to remind us 
as we care for our own physical bodies, 
give the same care to our communal 
covenants — something to ponder later.

In that same sermon, I shared my re-
cent discovery of transformative dance. 
Transformative dance practice is “a 
guided ‘journey’ in movement, body-
work and dance.”2  The author purports 
that this form of dance is a non-verbal 
expression of release, which enable us to 
open up blockages, empty ourselves of the old, fill with renewed 
energies and move through life with lightness and full presence. 
Regular practice connects us with our body’s highest form of 
intelligence, cleanses, empowers and heals us. I also connoted 
the body’s wisdom. Collectively, I believe we share a communal 
wisdom that can renew and move us into our shared destiny. 

My point for lifting transformative dance is the testimony of 
a transformative dance practitioner, Toni Bergins. She states 
she was bulimic in high school and recalls: 

“Dance helped me become embodied from 
the inside out. And once I got on the spiritual path, 
dance connected me to God, Source, Light, the 
Universe—whatever you want to call it. Once I felt 
that connection, I was able to heal the pain of my 
body image issues. Transformational dance is an 
anti-perfectionist movement that says, ‘It’s okay 
to be you.’”3  

The “anti-perfectionist movement” phrase resonated with 
me. We are faith practitioners, perfection is not required, but 
movement is essential to our development. My assertion is: if 
our spiritual communities are to thrive, we must be willing to 
choose to dance. By dance I mean to continually evolve. It is a 
spiritual practice of cultivating our gifts together. Every form of 
dance may not work in our respective contexts, but practicing 
to dance puts us closer to discovering what will. 

Each Lenten season, I try on a 
different practice. This Lent, I am 
choosing dance as my spiritual 
practice. As I dance, I will journal 
about each experience. I anticipate 
new discoveries arising from the 
practice. “Where the Spirit of God 
is present, there is movement.”4  
My hope is that we will never give 
up dancing. 

        1. For this article, I am asking readers to 
think of dance as a metaphor. 

2. Transformative Dance Website. Hadas 
Fisher-Oren, 2014. www.transforma-
tive-dance.com/. Accessed January 5, 
2023.

3. Ibid.
4. My rephrase of 2 Corinthians 3.17.

IIf you are not mail-
ing us your church 
newsletter or plac-

ing us on your e-mail 
list to receive it, then we 
can’t share your good 
news with our other 
churches. 

Please send your 
electronic newsletters, 
Facebook posts  and e-
blasts to RickCarson1@
gmail.com

Unsplash/Georgia de Lotz

Share The Share The 
 Good News Good News

http://www.transformative-dance.com/
http://www.transformative-dance.com/
mailto:RickCarson1@gmail.com
mailto:RickCarson1@gmail.com


      

 Become Connected!

The Florida Conference has a weekly e-mail blast, the Sunshine Connec-
tion, that seeks to be a piece that connects readers to other resources and 
people throughout the Conference and the wider United Church of Christ 

and shares news that appears in Celebrate Florida. 
To sign yourself (or somebody else) up for the Sunshine Connection, simply 

follow this link! Click Here
HOWEVER...
Please know that the Sunshine Connection doesn’t just need readers, it needs 

contributors! 
To share with others what great, exciting or challenging things your church is 

encountering, please e-mail NWatkins@uccfla.org to get the conversation started!
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Strategic Discernment: “You Want Us to do WHAT?!”

by Neal Watkins
Minister for Congressional Life

It seems to me that sometimes Jesus was unpredictable, 
especially to those who felt they knew him best.

Then Jesus went around teaching from village to village. 
Calling the Twelve to him, he began to send them out two by 
two and gave them authority over impure spirits.

These were his instructions: “Take nothing for the 
journey except a staff—no bread, no bag, no money 
in your belts. Wear sandals but not an extra shirt. 
Whenever you enter a house, stay there until you 
leave that town. And if any place will not welcome 
you or listen to you, leave that place and shake the 
dust off your feet as a testimony against them.”  
Mark 6:6-11

I don’t know a lot of people who are willing to 
sign-up for a plan they have no say in. In that group, 
I don’t know a lot of people who don’t at some point 
start raising some questions.

So I have a hard time believing that Jesus’ disciples didn’t 
have several follow-up questions. In fact, my favorite gospel 
stories are sometimes the ones where, as the disciples are 
walking to the “next stop,” they sometimes bicker over what 
questions they should even be asking.

I struggle at times as I wonder “What are the questions we 
should be asking of the Spirit?” I struggle at times as I accept 
the ambiguity that comes with being sent into the next village 
with nothing but my sandals.

And I believe that while “strategic discernment” process can 
be fun and empowering, it can also feel like we are trying to 
find the stride of the One who is leading us into new things, 
assuring us that all we need for the time being are our sandals 
and the people we will encounter next.

I can imagine how frustrated the disciples must’ve been to 
feel as if their questions were being ignored. But 
I also believe that there was a point somewhere 
down the line where they understood Christ’s 
assurance that all the answers would reveal 
themselves — not because God is a mystery but 
because God is the provider that never forsakes 
the promise to be present along the journey.

I wonder what questions your congregation is 
asking of the Savior who leads us towards new 
horizons. What are the bags and belts that feel 
necessary that we might be encouraged to leave 
behind so that God can provide the next big 

thing in the next village? And, most excitingly, where is your 
congregation being called to head towards with the assurance 
that there will be no reason for dust to settle on our feet?

As we head towards the future and discern where Christ is 
leading us — both as a Florida Conference and as unique local 
churches — I give thanks that we are promised to be given all 
that we need to continue to proclaim the Good News…in this 
village and the next.

https://visitor.constantcontact.com/manage/optin?v=001HMmarqP5g8I_4W0GFJ_YBbhcwKZPyOMMVFK-sjOgzsu_dy8VjU3fhz7Skc2a7OdYd9rewdoz8r12apQBy_V6xkz__B4oteIQ
mailto:NWatkins@uccfla.org
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Mary Alice Mulligan, P INSTALL, St. Andrew UCC/
Sarasota, January 8
Jeremy Wallace, ORD, Good Samaritan Church/
Pinellas Park, January 29
Andy Bachman, P, United Church of Gainesville, 
service concludes April 30
Jim Mory , P INSTALL, Union Congregational Church/
Tavares, February 26
Daniel Medina, P INSTALL, Miami Lakes 
Congregational Church, February 5
Kim Buchanan, P INSTALL, United Church in 
Tallahassee, February 26

TransitionsTransitions

CALENDARCALENDAR
February 3

CM Rev. Vertigan, Conference 
committee meetings

February 4
CM Rev. Vertigan and ACMs 
Rev. Etheredge and Rev. Harrison, 
Conference Board meeting

February 5
CM Rev. Vertigan, Altamonte Chapel 
Community UCC/Altamonte Springs
ACM Rev. Harrison, All Faith UCC/
Ridge Manor

February 11        
ACM Rev. Etheredge, Northeast Region 
Committee on Ministry 

February 12
 Rev. Vertigan, Miami Lakes 
Congregational Church
ACM Rev. Harrison, United Church 
UCC-DoC/St. Augustine

February 14
ACM Rev. Etheredge, Western Region 
Committee on Ministry

February 25        
ACM Rev. Etheredge, Southeast Region 
Committee on Ministry

February 26        
ACM Rev. Etheredge, United Church in 
Tallahassee
ACM Rev. Harrison, Union 
Congregational Church/Tavares

March 5              
ACM Rev. Harrison, Mayflower 
Congregational Church/Naples

March 12            
ACM Rev. Harrison, Community UCC/
Lake Park

March 19            
CM Rev. Vertigan, St. Andrew UCC/
Sarasota
ACM Rev. Harrison, United Church of 
Marco Island

March 26            
Rev. Vertigan, Arlington Congregational 
Church/Jacksonville

March 30- April 1
CM Rev. Vertigan, Common Global 
Ministries Board, Cleveland

April 2                 
CM Rev. Vertigan, First Congregational 
Church/Winter Park
ACM Rev. Harrison, Emmanuel UCC/
Sebring

April 23
CM Rev. Vertigan, Longwood Hills 
Congregational Church/Longwood

April 29
CM Rev. Vertigan, Conference Board

April 30
CM Rev. Vertigan, First Congregational 
Church/Lake Helen

   
In-person (and virtual) meetings and 

visits; Calendar subject to change.
Check uccfla.org for updates and watch 

for Sunshine Connection messages.

KEY: CM, Conference Minister; ACM, 
Associate Conference Minister

A Parting

The Mary Mother of Jesus Catholic Community 
(MMOJ), which has worshipped in the St. Andrew 
UCC/Sarasota Sanctuary each Saturday afternoon 

for many years, has decided to give up meeting in the Sanctu-
ary as they prefer the interactive possibilities the congrega-
tion receives worshipping through Zoom. 

The result is they have decided to become “a church without 
walls.” They will hold occasional special worship services 
at St. Andrew, which extends its prayers and best wishes to 
its sisters and brothers at MMOJ.   

Pastor Emeritus John Shaw, 
Pastor at Church on the 

Hill Congregational UCC/Boca 
Raton from 1986-2006, died on 
Tuesday, January 11. 

Rev. John retired from the church 
and enjoyed his years of more 
leisure in New Hampshire and 
Lakeland. He had suffered with Al-

zheimer’s disease for several years. 
Sincere condolences come from his Church on the Hill 

family to all his extended family – wife Sylvia, children 
Amy and Chris and grandchildren.  

Key: P, Pastor;  INSTALL, Installation; ORD, Ordination

ACM Rev. LaTrell 
Harrison officiat-
ing at installation 
of Rev. Mary Alice 
Mulligan (St. An-
drew UCC/Sarasota) 
on January 8



      

Mental Health 
Check In! 

How are you doing?

 Is it time to reach out 

for support?

Click HERE for 
more information
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ESG... Huh?
by Conference Minister Rev. John Vertigan

We love acronyms in the United Church of Christ. It’s 
a running joke that we can’t start a new endeavor 
or offer a new program until we’ve satisfied our 

desire to give it a catchy acronym. It’s no joke at all, though, 
that these programs succeed, at least in part, based on their 
recognizable name and easy-to-recall purpose. 

We have “ONA” for Open and Affirming; “WISE” for Wel-
coming, Inclusive, Supportive and Engaged around the topic 
of mental illness; in the Florida Conference we have “ARM” 
for our anti-racism ministry. Perhaps most well-known among 
clergy and Conference staff is “MESA” for Ministerial Excel-
lence, Support and Authorization. We love our acronyms in the 
United Church of Christ. 

But have you ever heard of the acronym from the wider world 
of socially responsible investments? It’s called “ESG,” and it 
stands for Environmental, Social and 
Governance Investing. On the ‘So-
cial’ end of this equation, the web site 
Investopedia.com says that “Socially 
responsible investing (SRI) is an in-
vestment strategy that highlights this 
one facet of ESG. SRI investors seek 
companies that promote ethical and 
socially conscious themes including 
diversity, inclusion, community-focus, 
social justice, and corporate ethics, 
in addition to fighting against racial, 
gender, and sexual discrimination.” 

In the Florida Conference, we practice socially responsible in-
vesting in the care of our endowment funds. So does the Pension 
Boards of the UCC. So do many congregations who have large 
or small investment portfolios. The Orlando Sentinel newspa-
per recently reported that the state of Florida is removing $2 

billion  from an investment firm that uses 
ESG criteria in its investment strategy. 
An incoming legislative leader advocates 
for the same when he says Florida should 
move away from Wall Street firms that 
have adopted “radical environmental and 
diversity goals.” 

Friends, I invite you to look again at the 
above definition of socially responsible 
investing. Then, I invite you to contact your 
legislator and tell them that the way we 
steward public funds is not a political game 
but a gospel mandate for those of us who 

call ourselves Christian. There’s nothing radical about diversity, 
inclusion, community and justice. That’s main-line theology for 
the United Church of Christ, and I pray we might work together 
in building a just world for all. Please make your voice heard. 

Be at peace, and be in touch, won’t you
From the Sunshine Connection, December 7

Environmental

Social

Governance

... strengthen our mutual covenant ... stand us on 
the front line of prophetic witness and outreach as 
we preach a gospel of nonviolence ... teach cultural 
competence in a changing world ... address issues 
of climate change that threaten our way of life right 
here in Florida. 

Thank you for your prayerful consideration. To 
contribute, please go to: https://uccfla-reg.brtapp.
com/donate

Become a  

Friend of the ConferenceFriend of the Conference
with a generous contribution to

http://www.mhn-ucc.org/
http://Investopedia.com


      

A Towering Abundance of Food

Mid-January has come to mean a busier weekend than 
usual at Coral Gables Congregational UCC at a 
church that only seems to know being busy as the 

norm. In Sunday wor-
ship this past weekend 
the legacy of Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr. was 
recognized and on Sat-
urday the church held 
the annual gigantic Flea 
Market in conjunction 
with its extraordinary 
Hunger Vigil. For the vigil, Pastor Rev. Dr. Laurie Hafner ascends 
the church’s landmark Tower to remain sequestered until a set 
amount of food – in the thousands of pounds – is collected on the 
campus below. The slower the accumulation of food (and money), 
the longer she remains stuck in her now not-so-ivory tower.

We surely hope Rev. Laurie survived the weekend in time to 
regain her sanity and tend to her pastoral duties. You’ll have 
to read to the end to learn how it all ended and how many tons 
of food were collected before the Pastor could get down to 
Mother Earth.

Maybe this imaginative way to commemorate Dr. King’s 
birthday will inspire your congregation to do something simi-
lar – even if your church doesn’t have a tower. We’d welcome 
hearing from you on what ways our churches could organize 
an ambitious food drive to tap the generosity of the community.


From “Laurie’s Lines” in the January 13 e-blast from Coral 

Gables Congregational UCC
For the 15th year, Pastor Laurie will go into the church tower 

as part of our Martin 
Luther King, Jr. birth-
day weekend com-
memoration. Food 
scarcity continues to 
be a challenging prob-
lem for many here in 
South Florida. Recent 
statistics show that 
20.1% of all children 
under the age of 18 in 
Miami-Dade County 
experience food insecurity at some point during the year.  

Food donations (and the heavier the better) are most encour-
aged; however monetary donations will also be gratefully 
accepted. $1 equals one pound of food.

Drop off your food/checks/money donations anytime during 
the day. Pastor Laurie will appreciate getting down from the 
tower in time for a 4pm wedding and Sunday morning worship!  

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., once said, “Everybody can be 
great… because anybody can serve. You only need a heart full 
of grace. A soul generated by love.”

Message from Pastor Laurie
Fifteen years ago, we started the first hunger vigil. The idea 

was that I would stay in the church tower until we raised two 
tons or 4,000 pounds of food for the hungry of our community.  

That first year, the tower was under repair, and the only way to 
get me into it was by a cherry-picker that was available because 
of the construction work. As I think back now, stepping out of 
the cherry-picker high above the ground to get into the small 
window of the tower was probably not the smartest thing I’ve 
ever done. But what was and continues to be amazing, is the 
amount of food and money we have raised over the years to 
help those in need within our own community.

That first year, it took almost all day and into the evening to 
raise two tons of food. Last year, we raised over five tons of 
food by 2pm. The generosity and kindness of this congregation 
just keeps growing, and I’m always so grateful for how quickly 
you get me down each year. (This year it is really necessary 
as I have a wedding at 4pm and I have two nervous brides!) 

As you may have also heard, we are changing the amount from 
five tons, which we have raised over the past ten years, to six 
tons or 12,000 pounds. Food scarcity is at an all-time high in 
our community, and we want to raise as much as we can for as 
many hungry people as possible. While much of the food will 
go to our own food pantry, we will also share with MUJER, 
an organization in Homestead that helps women and children 
who are experiencing domestic abuse. Many of these families 
are migrants and have no place else to go for assistance or help.  

So, dear church family and friends, thank you for all you do 
for this community and for me as we work together toward 
the belief that in the worlds of Dr. King, “The surest way to be 
happy is to seek happiness for others.” 

SUCCESS!  Dr. Laurie was able to report the goal was 
met by 2:25pm, and as of Monday morning the haul totaled 
18,080 pounds!!  

This article originally appeared in the Sunshine Connection, January 18.

Setting up; collecting and sorting the food items; 
keeping score
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If there is one thing that comes to my mind when I think 
about Celebrate Florida, it is ideas: each issue is jam-
packed full of ideas. Some may be familiar to you, but 

others might surprise and — hopefully — even inspire you.


Does your music program need something new? Do you 

take advantage of local school and amateur groups that would 
love the opportunity to perform (gratis or for a small fee or 
love offering)? Consider the abundance of universities and 
colleges in the state with departments of music. 

First Congregational Church/Orange City regularly wel-
comes School of Music students and musicians from nearby 
Stetson University. Congregational UCC/Punta Gorda has 
a special music fund to which church members can donate to 
fund talented musicians who enhance Sunday worship and 
other celebrations during the year. The Community Church 
of Vero Beach has the Brevard Symphony Orchestra as a 
source for musicians and for programming as does Naples 
UCC with the Naples Philharmonic.


If you have an active children’s ministry, consider offering 

a parents’ night out once-in-a-while. This Friday the United 
Church of Gainesville will have staff supervise children 
(infants through 5th grade) for an evening of pizza, games 
and fun from 5:30-9:30pm. The cost is $15 for the first child 
and $10 for each additional child.


Occasional or regularly-scheduled pot lucks are popular, 

but those food feasts involving chili seem to be quite popular, 
including chili cook-
off contests. Last year 
the United Church 
in Gainesville had its 
Youth United Chili 
Lunch to help support 
its summer work tour. 
Christ Congregation-
al Church/Miami had 
a “Bingo/Chili Night.” 
The UCC/Fort Lau-
derdale offered a chili cook-off after a Sunday morning 
service. The 4th Annual Chili Cook-Off at the United Church 
in Tallahassee after a Sunday worship gave prizes to the win-
ners, with a rivalry among the vegans, vegetarians and omni-
vores. Plymouth Congregational Church/Miami had its 16th 

Annual Chili Cook-Off in 2020, featuring cherished family 
recipes savored and voted upon. The First Congregational 
Church/Lake Helen will be having a chili cook-off next 
Wednesday, January 18, where pots of old and new recipes 
will be tasted and tested, and Church by the Sea/Bal Har-
bour has its annual chili cook-off on Saturday, February 18.


Many of our congregations have thrift shops, and they can 

bring in sizeable incomes to supplement a church’s general 
fund or special ministries or projects. But they do require 
space and a lot of effort to make it successful. Another maybe 
more do-able option is a yard/rummage sale on the church 
property. Venice UCC is having one on Saturday, February 11, 
an annual event they’ve not had for three years due to COVID. 
These  are 
occasional 
events at a 
few of our 
c h u r c h e s , 
b u t  t h e 
UCC/Fort 
L a u d e r -
dale is tak-
ing it a step 
further by 
scheduling 
a flea mar-
ke t  eve ry 
fourth Saturday of each month through May and resuming 
in September. These events can solicit the participation of 
vendors, who rent tables and provide some extra income for 
the church. As part of its annual January Hunger Vigil, Coral 
Gables Congregational UCC has the Festival of the Flea 
(pictured), scheduled for this Saturday – a flea market that 
charges $25 per table, which goes to the church’s food pantry.

Pre-COVID, Spring Hill UCC organized a Spring Rum-
mage Sale and Outdoor Flea Market. Items for sale included 
clothing in good condition, household items (but not large 
appliances, furniture or TVs), tools, hardware and small 
appliances with spaces outside available to rent. Fort My-
ers Congregational UCC had an Attic Treasures sale. The 
UCC at The Villages celebrated Groundhog Day by holding 
its annual yard sale (pictured). After collecting donations 
for a month in a donated POD, the prior Tuesday was spent 
unloading it and setting up tables. Wednesday and Thursday 
were sort-and-price days, with Thursday afternoon set aside 
as a special preview day for church members. People were 

We Share Ideas
by Rick Carson, Editor

Being Church
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A Richness of Opportunities A Richness of Opportunities   
Your Invitation to be  Informed — Inspired — TransformedYour Invitation to be  Informed — Inspired — Transformed

waiting at the doors before 8am on Friday 
to dive into the bargains. The fruits of the 
labor of 45 people, many for several days, 
was over $4,800. 


It may just be a dollar, but they do add up. At 

Church on the Hill Congregational UCC/
Boca Raton, you may fold a bill lengthwise 
and drop it in the plate along with your regular 
offering. These dollars are designated to help 
those in need. Maybe a jar in the Narthex for 
loose change can accomplish a similar goal.


Does your church have a unique event or 

program that has proven successful and that 
you’d recommend to our congregations? 
Please share that in an upcoming Celebrate 
Florida.

This article originally appeared in the Sun-
shine Connection, January 11

February 6-7  “A Disaster Trauma Retreat” ...................... p13
February 9-11   Rural/Small Town Churches & Ministries 
    national gathering (virtual) ........................................ p18
February 10    “Gray Areas of Connection in Ministry 
    Relationships” (Zoom) ............................................... p15
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    Climate”  .................................................................. p23
March 3-5 Youth Confirmation retreat    .......................... p32
March 22  “Changing Landscape of Giving” stewardship 
   webinar    .................................................................. p23
Synod delegate selection ................................................. p3
Labyrinth pattern (free) ................................................... p3
Retired clergy Community of Practice ................................ p4
Mental health network resources ...................................... p8
Legal helpline forms ...................................................... p30
Immokalee Housing Alliance .......................................... p31
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Because Sunday was the first day of the New Year and 
because the scripture for the day was about messages 
God gives through dreams, the sermon encouraged 

us to be open to God’s communicating through dreams and 
messengers. So, on Monday as I sat on my lanai reading, I put 
the book down and let my mind wander to what God might 
be saying to St. Andrew during this new season. What might 
God want from us? Might it be 
helpful to focus on who we are?

I wonder if anyone at St. An-
drew would be interested in 
taking time together to deepen 
our spiritual life, which could 
strengthen our foundation for the 
social justice positions we often 
take. In every church there are 
folks who work harder than they 
should because the causes are so 
important. Each of us is apt to hit 
a time we are running on empty. 
From time to time, we each need 
to have our spiritual batteries 

recharged, so we can keep doing what we feel called to do as 
church. Others of us are just not sure we have a spiritual con-
nection at all, but we are committed to social justice.

So, here’s what I dreamed up. Those who would like some 
extra spiritual nourishment could gather at a set time each week 
for three weeks. I would give some guidance for trying a spiri-
tual practice. We could pray together, sit silently together open 

to God, and share where we are in 
our own spiritual life. This would 
not be a fellowship time or a sup-
port group, but a time for spiritual 
work. If we try it for three weeks, 
then we could discuss if we want 
to stop, modify the process, shift 
the frequency, or keep going for 
a bit more. If this isn’t interesting 
for you, just ignore the sugges-
tion. If it is interesting, feel free 
to let me know.

 “Minister’s Moment” from 
the January 4 St. Andrew UCC/
Sarasota newsletter     

A Pastor ReflectsA Pastor Reflects

Recharging Our 
Spiritual Batteries
by Rev. Dr. Mary Alice Mulligan
Pastor, St. Andrew UCC/Sarasota 



      

  Disaster Response & Recovery     Disaster Response & Recovery   

Rev. Alan Coe, Mayflower UCC/Naples
Coordinator, 
Disaster Response & Recovery Ministry

One of the sayings we hear in churches 
is, “We’ve always done it that way.” 
The saying means we are not going to 

change our ways. The other way of saying that 
is, ‘We’ve never done it that way before.” It is 
more of an implied statement that we are not 
going to change or try something new. One of 
the sayings I heard after Hurricane Ian was, “It 
never flooded here before.” That may or may 
not be true. It may not have flooded in the time 
that person lived in the area, but if one could go 
back through the historical record it may have 
flooded in the past. The historical record only 
goes back so far and may not be as accurate as 
today’s measurements. If we could go back far 
enough, even to when it was just indigenous 
people in the region, we would have a 
much better picture of hurricane his-
tory in Florida.

Just because an area did not flood or 
did not receive damage in a particular 
storm does not mean it won’t happen 
the next time. The town we lived in 
Texas had its 100 year flood two years 
before we moved there. We forget that 
the next hundred years begin the next 
day. It does not mean the area will not 
experience a storm like that for another 
hundred years. It could happen any-
time. People tend to forget and become 
complacent when it comes to storm preparation and planning. 
One should always plan for the worst and hope for the best. 

Humans can only predict, not guarantee what will happen 
in a major storm. Hurricane forecasting has improved in our 
lifetimes, but it only goes so far. We all know hurricanes change 
course even though the prediction has the storm going towards 
one area. Ian was projected to head for the Tampa area and 
then kept veering more easterly. 

When we watch the forecasts, we look at the projected path 
and don’t pay as much attention to the “cone of uncertainty.” 
With all the information available, those who forecast and 
predict the path of a storm can only do so much and must 
come to a decision to issue an evacuation order. It is a difficult 
decision to make. In hindsight, people complain that the order 
wasn’t issued soon enough or, on the other hand, why was it 
issued that we didn’t need to evacuate. In the end it is up to 

each person to make the best-informed decision 
on what to do as a storm is approaching. Sadly, 
sometimes a decision leads to a loss of life.

As far as recovery efforts from Ian and Nicole 
are concerned, it will be years of work to get the 
population back to a level of wholeness. The 
United Church of Christ and other faith-based 
organizations help those who are unable to help 
themselves because they do not have the abil-
ity or funds to recover. Each person or family 
that becomes a client of a faith-based effort has 
gone through a case managed process to ensure 
the need is legitimate. That process takes time, 
funding and people. This would be a good time 
to help with funding either on a local level in 

the area where you live or generally 
through the Florida Conference of the 
UCC. The UCC is in the process of 
getting volunteer space for groups to 
come and assist in disaster recovery 
and rebuilding efforts. Once volunteer 
opportunities are in place, it will be 
posted on the national UCC website 
and a link to that will be available 
on our Florida Conference website. 
Prayerfully consider donating funds, 
talents and time to help the people of 
Florida recover.

North Port Community UCC, rebuilding 
progresses after Hurricane Ian. Roofs for two 

buildings will cost $102,000
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Rebuilding at Sanibel 
Congregational UCC

Following is an excerpt from an e-blast sent by 
SCUCC dated January 20, updating members 
on the reconstruction of the church property 

as the result of damage from Hurricane Ian:
…Progress has been delayed because our initial 

engineering firm’s response was inadequate. They 
have been replaced. Negotiations with insurance and 
construction folks are ongoing. We are working with 
a local electrical contractor to get service back on our 
campus and there is still blocked access to the back 
section of the property.

Estimates for rebuilding are coming in pieces but 
will not be complete until the roof repair is engineered, 
and a repair estimate developed. Structural repair costs 
will exceed $2 million for the upper level. The major 
repairs are roof replacement, Sanctuary roof structural 
repair, elevators (probably replacement) and new 
interior furnishings. We may be required to include 
improvements to the lesser or undamaged spaces to 
bring them to current codes. There are issues relating 
to the ground level which must be resolved and will 
be discussed in future communications.

We have good insurance coupled with FEMA sup-
port ensuring that we will be able to rebuild and im-
prove our property. Unfortunately, it will take longer 
than we would like. We heard today that the Baileys 
rebuild will be at least 24 months… we plan to beat 
that by many months.

With pro-
ceeds of 

free will dona-
tions amounting 
to $3,175 from 
its Thanksgiving 
concert, Pass-
a-Grille Beach 
C o m m u n i t y 
UCC/St. Pete 
Beach has raised 
close to $30,000 
for the UCC’s 

disaster response to Hurricane Ian. On several Saturdays 
during November, December and January, members from 
the church have traveled to Port Charlotte to partner with All 
Hands and Hearts, which is currently leading volunteer groups 
to pick up debris. Every month the work has been different, 
but the need for volunteers never wanes. On December 17, 
10 members of the church went to Fort Myers to help in the 
reconstruction. The team had to wear breathing masks while 
they scrubbed down a home with mold after a four foot storm 
surge swept two miles inland. 

On Sunday, November 13, Church by the Sea/Bal Har-
bour collected canned goods, various hygiene items and gift 

cards for hurricane victims in the Fort Meyers area.  All was 
brought forward for a special blessing.

The Mission Team at First Congregational UCC/Sarasota 
had voted to donate $2,500 from its budget this year to give 
towards Hurricane Ian needs. Church members were invited 
to add to that amount, and from that posting $1,545 was 
received. With the total at $4,405 and the Patterson Founda-
tion matching this donation, $8,090 was sent to the Suncoast 
Disaster Relief Fund.

The holiday cookie dough sale at First UCC/Orlando 
raised $3,000, which will go to the on-going maintenance 
needs of the church including the clean-up of the property due 
to Hurricane Ian 
storm damage.

Pilgrim UCC/
Port Charlotte 
Sanctuary two 

months after 
Ian

UCC Disaster Ministries and the UCC Florida 
Conference presents

 A Disaster Trauma Retreat
February 6–7, 2023

Florida Conference, United Church of Christ
9300 University Blvd, Orlando, FL 32817

Please click HERE for more information
The Emotional & Spiritual Care Team will meet fol-
lowing the Trauma Retreat through February 10.

•	 UPDATE: The contracted nearby hotel room block is 
full. Remaining attendees must make housing ar-
rangements on their own and request for reimburse-
ment

•	 There is no registration fee to attend, meals will be pro-
vided

•	 We plan to rent a couple vehicles to assist with ground 
transporation to/from the hotel during the event

•	 Scholarships may be provided for housing and transpora-
tion costs for those traveling locally to attend the Trauma 
Retreat only

13

https://custom.cvent.com/64B7A1CA8927461E880BDF3ADB07E3E8/files/event/d6372c8b953c4fb399801496ae0e3acf/d41e024acfae4446aedf53362cbfe2b8.docx


      

Food,
   Glorious                               
        Food

Yes, meals are one of the fuels that keep our churches going. 
Whether they are potlucks, cook-offs, pancake breakfasts, teas, 
progressive dinners or Lenten suppers, we church people love 

our food and our fellowship! 
And we also know the importance of sharing food with those who often 

go without. Here are some examples of members of our Florida churches 
“breaking bread” together as well as extending the gift of food to others.

Folks at First Con-
gregational Church/
Orange City enjoyed a 
delicious Thanksgiving 
luncheon on Sunday, 
November 20.

The once-a-month 
8:30am Men’s Fellow-
ship Breakfasts at Ven-
ice UCC — sausage, 
scrambled eggs, pan-
cakes — returned on 
December 10. There is 
no charge, but a freewill 

offering is taken to help cover costs. Church members will be 
participating in the Venice CROP Hunger Walk on February 
26, choosing either the one- or three-mile route (or also walk 
at another place or on another day).

The Youth United Annual Chili Lunch at the United Church 
of Gainesville was back on Sunday, December 4. Proceeds 
help support the UCG youth’s summer work tour.  In addition 
to cornbread, brats, dogs (meat-eater and vegan friendly) and 
desserts several exciting baskets were raffled off. In calendar 
year 2022 the congregation donated 3,451 pounds of food for 
the Gainesville Community Ministry’s Food Pantry, including 
a huge 440 pound December donation. 

Church by the Sea/Bal Harbour will be having its annual 
chili cook-off on Saturday, February 18.

The annual Souper Bowl of Caring will be taking place 
at Church on the Hill Congregational UCC/Boca Raton 
on Sunday, February 5 immediately after worship. A special 
minimal meal will be served of donated soups, a piece of bread 
and water to drink. The event will help remind participants of 
so many in the world who go to bed hungry. Late in January 
the United Church of Marco Island kickoffed a Super-Bowl 
themed food drive to support the Marco Island Our Daily Bread 
Food Pantry. On Sunday, February 12 (Super Bowl Sunday), 
they plan to bring all the food contributed up onto the altar in 
worship as a way of communicating our love not only for God 
but for our neighbors in need. At First UCC/Orlando, cans of 
soup for Rebecca’s Pantry will be collected on February 12.

The food pantry at Union Congregational UCC/West Palm 
Beach distributed 62 bags of food in November, which helped 
feed 211 individuals. 

Volunteers from Plymouth Congregational Church/Miami 
served dinner at Chapman Partnership on Thursday, January 12. 

The popular annual holiday Cookie Walk at First Congre-
gational Church/Lake Helen returned and took place on 
Saturday morning, December 3. A variety of sizes and shapes 

of containers were available in the Parish House, and along with 
the container participants were provided a glove so they could 
fill the container with cookies of their choice. Containers were 
priced individually according 
to the volume they held.

Every Thursday the Ruth 
Ministry at UCC/Fort Lauder-
dale serves lunch to between 
90-130 persons in need in the 
community. A brief worship 
service is offered at 10am ahead 
of the luncheon for those who 
wish to participate. The minis-
try served a special Christmas 
luncheon on Thursday, Decem-
ber 22. Church members gave 
or donated funds to purchase 
the hams.

Faith UCC/Dunedin do-
nated 525 pounds of food to Dunedin Cares in the month of 
December. For 2022, the church donated 8,083 pounds of food 
and $3,334.

Volunteers from Naples UCC participated in helping pack 
food at the Harry Chapin Food Bank on Wednesday, January 4. 
The facility feeds a quarter of a million people each month in 
the five-county footprint of Charlotte, Collier, Glades, Hendry 
and Lee counties. 

During 2022 Pilgrim Congregational UCC/St. Petersburg, 
through their monthly collections, donated over 4,482 pounds 
of non-perishable food items and other items to the St. Pete 
Food Bank and Clinic.

The first  edition 
of A Taste of Pil-
g r i m  c o o k b o o k s , 
lovingly bound by 
Pilgrim UCC/Port 
Charlotte volunteers, 
have begun gracing 
local kitchens. A $15 
donation gets you the 
105+ recipe book.
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Sermon Series

United Church of Gainesville
Advent

Do You Hear What I Hear?
January

Taking Flight: The Things That 
Give Us Wings

Sanctuary mobile crafted by Glen Purdy for 
worship theme, “Taking Flight”

United Church UCC/DoC/
St. Augustine

Advent
Sacred Expectations

UCC/Fort Lauderdale
Mid-January to mid-February

Rooted: Grow Deep, Live Strong

Good Samaritan Church/
Pinellas Park

Mid-January to mid-February
Turning Points: 

When God Makes a Way

A New Healthy Ministry Relationships 
Workshop! 

Presented by UCC in Florida and 
HMR Ministry of the Rocky Mountain Conference

“The Gray Areas of Communication “The Gray Areas of Communication 
in Ministry Relationships”in Ministry Relationships”
Interactive, Live Zoom Workshop 

FOR AUTHORIZED MINISTERS, MIDS
AND LAY LEADERS

Credit will be given towards ethics/boundary training for authorized ministers!

Friday, February 10, 11am – 2:30pm ET
Customized training for authorized ministers and lay 
leaders serving in ministry settings.

Together we will explore the gray areas in ministry rela-
tionships as applied in communication and disclosure. 

• How can we use social media ethically and effective-
ly to get our message out to the wider community? 

• What are the implications of confidentiality in min-
istry settings? 

• What are common patterns of communication – and 
miscommunication- in church life and how can we im-
prove them to make our ministry settings healthier?

Facilitators:  
Rev. Dr. Tracey Dawson & Rev. Wendy Kidd

Rev. Dr. Tracey Dawson brings a combined expertise 
in the fields of law and ministry ethics. Her article 
entitled, “Clergy Burnout: Whose Problem Is It?” was 
featured in The Christian Century magazine (Nov. 18, 
2020). 

Rev. Wendy Kidd currently serves 
as a pastor in a small congrega-

tion in Colorado. She is a licensed Professional 
Counselor (LPC), a Registered Traumatologist, 

and a trained Spiritual Director.

Questions & to register: 
Tracey Dawson • 303-725-1494 • traceydawson5707@gmail.com
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The Epiphany Theatre at the 
UCC/Fort Lauderdale had 
“The Joan and Bette Christmas 
Spectacular” on Friday evening, 
December 2, featuring the long-
awaited return of Ms. Crawford 
and Ms. Davis. In early Febru-
ary there will be performances 
of “In Love with the Arrow 
Collar Man.”

The first event of the 100th 
anniversary year-long celebra-
tion at Coral Gables Congre-
gational UCC was a concert 
on January 29 to dedicate their 

new Allen RL-90 organ, with 92 stops and four manuals. This 
blessed donation was given in honor of long-time church 
members Alan and Mary Cross by their children.  

Special guest artist Marylou Lindsay led participants at First 
Congregational UCC/Sarasota in making origami cranes in 
an Artful Prayer workshop on December 8.  These will serve 
as prayerful ornaments for the church and then will be sent out 
to the wider community.

The Orlando Gay Chorus, which practices at First UCC/Or-
lando, invited church members on December 7 to a rehearsal 
of its Christmas performance.

Faith UCC/Dunedin has begun a spiritual journaling group, 
considering it a simple but powerful way to geto to know one’s 
self and each other. Each time participants meet over Zoom they 
are free writing on different spiritual questions. The technique 
being used blends principles of meditation and writing.

Dr. Tim Peter and members of the Stetson Chamber choir 
joined congregants of First Congregational Church/Orange 
City for worship on October 30.

The Community Church of Vero Beach had a Jazz Vespers 
sessions Sunday evening, January 15, in the Courtyard that 
featured poetry, prayers, live jazz and refreshments. Then, 
on Tuesday evening, January 17, the Chamber Music Society 
of Lincolcn Center featured a quartet performing “Magical 
Shubert.” The Queen’s Six — a male vocal sextet based at 
Windsor Castle and associated with the St. George’s Chapel 
Choir there — will perform on Saturday evening, February 18

The first concert of the Tuesdays@Twilight Concert Series at 
Naples UCC took place on January 17. It was a cello and piano 
concert featuring Adam Satinsky (cello), Joy Yanai (cello) and 
Dr. Alexandra Carlson (piano). 

Pass-a-Grille Beach Community UCC/St. Pete Beach has 
announced its 2023 concert series. The net proceeds from the 
five free (suggested $10 donations) Thursday evening concerts 
in February and March will benefit the food pantry at Good 
Samaritan Church/Pinellas Park. The performers are The 
Mad Beach Band, Pianopalooza, Beatles Beat, James Tyrone 
Band and the Black Honkeys.

On Sunday afternoon, January 22, the United Church of 
Marco Island welcomed the Gulfshore Opera to its Sanctu-
ary for a presentation of an “Opera to Broadway” concert 
featuring solos and ensembles by great American composers. 
The program consisted of selections from operas and classic 
Broadway shows by Gershwin, Porter and Sondheim.  
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 Editor’s  Prerogitive

The Jazz Master Series at St. Andrew UCC/
Sarasota presented “Essentially Ellington” on Sat-
urday afternoon, January 14, celebrating the genius 
of Edward Kennedy “Duke” Ellington. An all-star 
band was assembled by band leader Greg Nielsen.

The Paul Simpson Memorial Music Fund at 
Congregational UCC/Punta Gorda makes pos-
sible for the church to have talented musicians 
play, such as the special music performed for the 
Christmas Eve service. 

A couple weeks ago I received an e-blast from Rev. 
Andrew Warner (Generosity Outreach Officer) re-
garding a series of webinars being offered by the 

national church on the subject of stewardship. In the message, 
he references a congregation’s annual report he had read, a 
lengthy 50-page document – which contained not a single 
photograph. Sounds like a kind of boring read, right? Rev. 
Warner explains, “The congregation missed the opportunity 
to tell a compelling story.” He challenges: “What story does 
your annual report tell?” The same can be asked about church 
website and Facebook pages.  

Rev. Warner’s anecdote re-
minded me of recent visits 
I’ve had to the website of 
several of our churches (their 
names will remain anonymous 
to protect the guilty). I did 
this specifically looking for 
photos of events they’d had 
that I planned to report in the 
upcoming Celebrate Florida. I knew of the events because I 
receive weekly e-blasts and monthly newsletters from scores 
of churches, and it is from these that I gather stories to include 
in the Conference bi-monthly publication. Here’s what I dis-
covered on these websites.

First of all, the photos I had hoped to find were nowhere to 
be found even on those websites that had “photo galleries,” 
“news” or “recent events” sections. And most photos that were 
posted were dated, with none being recent. 

Next, I thought I’d 
check their Facebook 
pages because for sure 
there’d be photos there. 
Nope. In some cases 
the most “current” 
postings were months 
old. And no photos. 

As Rev. Warner re-
minds us, a picture is 
supposed to be worth 
a thousand words. A 
story without any photos can be…well... boring. 

I depend on the cooperation of our churches to send me the 

material I need to create the content for Celebrate Florida. 
Every once in a while, I resort to visiting a church’s website 
or Facebook page if I’ve not heard from them recently (or 
ever – but that’s an article for another time). I am reminded 
that so many times, our websites and Facebook pages are the 
first thing that potential new visitors see about our churches. 

What I took away from this effort was that even for the 
churches that are using less expensive/expansive online sites, 
there are several opportunities to “freshen up” our online pres-
ence with more recent photos at no additional cost. Have you 
looked at yours recently with a critical eye?  In a society that 
is so increasingly social media-oriented, our churches need 
to be acutely attentive to the impression they are making. We 
know the importance of positive word-of-mouth promotion 
that brings new people into our churches, but that can go only 
so far. Even if someone hears a positive take on your church, 
they are likely to check out your website or Facebook page to 
get more information. What are they going to find?  

I realize I’m talk-
ing about a commu-
nications strategy 
that involves tech-
nical computer and 
graphic aspects (and 
hours!) that involve 
engaging people with 
skills for which you 
may have to pay. But 
perhaps there are 
people in your con-
gregation who have 
these capabilities or 
know those who might be able to help – perhaps local high 
school or college students. Our Conference staff is a resource 
familiar with this challenge and are available to provide you 
with some guidance. Years ago at an annual Gathering we had 
a very helpful tutorial by one of our pastors on what goes into 
creating a dynamic website. Hint, hint… 

So if you need a New Year’s resolution, may I suggest “I 
promise to improve our church website and Facebook page. 
P.S. Make sure Celebrate Florida is on our mailing list.”

This article originally appeared in the Sunshine Connection, 
December 28

A New Year’s Resolution?
by Rick Carson, Editor
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The December Movie Night at Con-
gregational UCC/Punta Gorda was 
the 1973 musical “Godspell.”

Climate Movie Night at the United 
Church of Gainesville on Sunday evening, January 29, was “Before 
the Flood,” narrated by Leo DiCaprio and produced by National 
Geographic. 

FilmFilm



Hands & HugsHands & Hugs
Across the Waters

Hearts,Hearts, 

The Eat Local Grow Hope Global food security project 
involving the United Church in Gainesville will be 
running until May.  The partnership with local farms 

began in October 2019 to raise funds and awareness for a wom-
en’s gardening project in 
Guatemala. Through the 
organization, Growing 
Hope Globally, programs 
are created that will have 
a lasting impact on not 
just hunger, but also on 
the root causes of hun-
ger, worldwide. Church 
members are encouraged 
to shop at specific named 
local food-related busi-
nesses and letting them 
know that they are from 
UCG and you support 
GHG. By raising aware-

ness around local food systems and the amazing people and 
organizations that feed us, they gain a deeper appreciation for 
their project in Guatemala.

Naples UCC held a celebratory din-
ner on Thursday, January 12, in support 
of its relationship with People for Gua-
temala, an organization that empowers 
the people to lead productive lives. A 
group from the church will be traveling 
there this year.

Faith UCC/Dunedin, through its Anam 
Cara Women’s Circle, has a KIVA Ministry 
Team which it continues to support. KIVA 
is a crowd-funding program operating 
internationally to alleviate poverty by loan-
ing money to individuals and groups with repayments used to 
fund other projects. 

Since Faith UCC got involved in 2013 it has invested $3,092 
that was involved in 921 loans for a total of $23,060. For ex-
ample, they have loaned to a group of 10 women farmers in 
Sierra Leone and Ong Progress, a refugee program in Peru. 
The majority of its loans are to agriculture, food preparation 
and sales, retail and services.  Over 6% of its loans are to arts, 
and the church owns a purple 
tapestry made by one of its 
Peruvian borrowers that is used 
as an altar cloth.  

Most recently, Faith UCC  
made five loans to single par-
ents in El Salvador, Ecuador, 
Uganda, Senegal and Vietnam. 
Faith has received a “thank 

you” from Katherine Lisbeth 
(pictured) in El Salvador. She 
has expanded her business 
and repaid her $1000 loan 
making and selling piñatas 
and other party supplies.

For information contact Rev. Roberto Ochoa – ochoar@ucc.org or click here to register. 
Rev. George Miller of Emmanuel UCC/Sebring has been invited to give the 

Bible devotional message at this gathering.
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and they will come
 Build It... Build It...

The Building and Grounds Subcommittee at the United 
Church of Gainesville, known as the Re-Mod Squad, hosted a 
Seminar on November 20 “Taking Care of Your Church Home.” 
They presented an update on the context, status and plan for 
addressing the substantial needs for repairs, renovations, 
replacements, and upgrades of the UCG campus. Committee 
member Liz Harvey gave a tongue-in-cheek synopsis of the 
UCG campus needs using medical analogies:

• the roof suffers from incontinence
• the plumbing, gutters and grounds suffer from constipa-

tion if not blockage
• the foundation suffers from stress fractures
• joints need knee and hip replacements
• room dividers are shuffling their feet
• switches suffer from arthritis
• cancer is eating away at trusses
• and some of the HVAC systems have pulmonary embo-

lisms that could cause their death at any moment
• and the metaphors go on . . .

Most impor-
tantly, the com-
mittee heard why 
people attended 
t h e  s e m i n a r , 
comments such 
as:  How can we 
listen, help and 
support? How 
bad is it? A key 
priority given by 
the seminar at-
tendees is that we 
need to educate 
and communi-
cate to the con-

gregation about the UCG campus needs and what it will take to 
address them.  “We can’t keep kicking the can down the road.”

Erick Smith, another committee member, led a UCG Land-
scape Work Day on Saturday, November 19 with 15 people 
providing their sweat equity to cut back ten years of growth 
along 5th Avenue, the parking lot and the north side of the 

Sanctuary.  
A long time 

in the planning 
stage, a labyrinth 
at Venice UCC 
in memory of 
Judy Dennison 
was built in De-
cember. There is 
even a walkway 

from the church to the labyrinth so that people will not have 
to walk on uneven ground

It is new year at Coral Gables Congregational UCC and 
such a special one as they celebrate the 100th anniversary of 
the church. It’s an exciting time for them as a church family, 
for the community and for the countless folks who have been 
touched by or ever 
been a part of Ga-
bles UCC.  On Sun-
day, January 8, con-
gregants saw one 
of the first displays 
of its 100th anni-
versary year: the 
Chancel area has 
been enlarged and a 
beautiful hardwood 
floor has been laid, 
which is in keeping with the original intent of the designer and 
will add to the splendid acoustics of the Sanctuary. Side steps 
have been built in for better access to the Chancel. 

 What do you when you have to say “good-bye” to your “old” 
Fellowship Hall? Well, how about doing it in style with a party? 
That’s what they did in 1970’s disco style to the “old” Dis-
seler Hall at the United Church of Marco Island on Saturday 
evening, January 7.  Part of the hall was the original Sanctuary 
and will be remodeled for other purposes.
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In recognition of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King’s birthday, 
our churches incorporated special liturgies, prayers, 
messages and music into their Sunday worship on Janu-

ary 15 and also were involved in various projects in his honor 
and memory.

During 11am worship on Sunday, January 15, congregants at 
Coral Gables Congregational UCC gathered on Martin Lu-
ther King, Jr. Remembrance Sunday to recommit themselves to 

the principals, vi-
sion and dreams of 
Dr. King.  On this 
Sunday, Lake-
wood UCC/St. 
Petersburg cel-
ebrated the legacy 
of Dr. King, Jr. 
with an interview 
with church mem-
ber Christy Mar-
tin, who had taken 
great interest in 
Dr. King. 

First Congregational UCC/Sarasota recognized MLK at 
both services on January 15, with an original poem by member 
Priscilla Crumel and singing favorite spirituals.

Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was the focus of a 90-minute 
discussion at Naples UCC on Dr. King’s sermon, “I’ve Been 
to the Mountaintop,” delivered the day before his assassina-
tion. It was led on January 19 by Rev. Dr. David Greenhaw. 

For the MLK Day of Service at Hope UCC/Rockledge 
on January 15, the 
Justice and Witness 
ministry had a Warm 
Coat Project that 
collected 47 jackets, 
which were donated 
to the Brevard Shar-
ing Center in Cocoa 
for anyone in need 
of one.

 

by Rev. Donna Cooney 
(United Church UCC-DoC/St. Augustine) 
SC2ER Facilitator

An Invitation from ARM

Anti-Racism Ministry

Beginning in February the Social Justice Book Club at 
Spring Hill UCC will begin reading The New Jim Crow 
by Michelle Alexander and will discuss it on Saturday, 
February 25.

The Sacred Conversations on Race at First Congrega-
tional UCC/Sarasota has begun a weekly study of An 
Indigenous Peo-
ples’ History of the 
United States by 
Roxanne Dunbar-
Ortiz, winner of 
the 2015 American 
Book Award. 

The Miss ions 
Committee of the 
UCC at The Vil-
lages  presn ted 
the documentary 
“Driving While 
Black” on Janu-
ary 20.

Greetings friends,
The Anti-Racism Ministry (ARM) of the 
Florida Conference offers an Anti-Racist 
Moment (ARM) by sharing some info 
about what it means to be Anti-Racist.  
It’s important to know that the work of 
anti-racism is different from the work of 
diversity and inclusion. This is mainly 
because diversity and inclusion focus 
on people, and anti-racism focuses on 
systems, structures, organizations as well 
as the policies and procedures.   

 Understanding these differences is 
important. It helps us realize we can work 
on ourselves (and each other) as long as 
we want. We can try to make ourselves 
inclusive, multicultural and inter-racial 
and whatever else we hope to be. But 
if we don’t change the structure or the 
organization — if we don’t examine our 
communal (and comfortable) ways of 
being – our efforts to be diverse and 
inclusive will be ineffective. Said a bit dif-
ferently: Engaging in an anti-racist move-
ment will lead to inclusion and diversity.   

So, the question becomes, how do we go 
about this? Where do we start? 
We start communally. This is work we 
do together. Find someone (or several 
someones) to learn with, to be in regular 
conversation with. Reach out to ARM 
for resources, ideas and conversation 
partners.  Contact Neal Watkins at NWat-
kins@uccfla.org or me DCooney@gmail.
com to get the conversation started. You 
can also learn more here: https://youtu.
be/_OXMgA0Fwsk
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Members of Faith UCC/Dunedin joined others on Sunday 
afternoon, January 29, for the seventh annual United Faiths 
Walk of Peace in downtown Dunedin. The goal was to promote 
peace, justice and mutual respect in the community.


On Tuesday evening, November 

29, members of First Congrega-
tional UCC/Sarasota were able 
to participate in conversation with 
Rev. Dr. Sheila Harvey, Pastor of 
Union Congregational UCC/West 
Palm Beach, in “Sustaining Hope in 
These Times: A Post-Election Con-
versation.” Rev. Sheila is the author 
of Messages of Hope: Preaching 
Peace and Justice for All.

Brady Sarasota hosted a meeting 
on January 20 at the church to focus 
on the upcoming legislative session and effective communica-
tion with lawmakers. The special speaker was Patti Brigham, 
president of Prevent Gun Violence Florida Inc. 


The Greater Naples Leadership presented a free community 

forum addressing the Workforce Hous-
ing Crisis in Collier County on Thursday, 
January 11, at Naples UCC (the Justice 
Committee of NUCC was a co-sponsor 
of this forum). Leading employers and 
civic organizations discussed how the 
housing crisis is hurting the quality of life 
for every resident of Collier County – how 
local organizations have difficulty hiring and retaining nurses, 
teachers, police and fire, restaurant and many other workers 
who cannot afford to live in Collier County.

 
Coral Gables Congregational UCC continues to work 

in partnership with 35 other churches, synagogues, masjids 
and universities for justice in 
Miami-Dade County. Through 
PACT they are organizing for 
affordable housing, gun vio-
lence prevention, community 
IDs, reducing arrests and en-
vironmental justice.  Church 
members gathered on Sunday afternoon, January 29, to plan 
their strategy going forward.


Members of St. Andrew UCC/Sarasota participated in an 

online event on Monday, January 23 titled “Welcoming Back 
Our Neighbors: From Incarcera-
tion to Community.” The church 
has partnered with Project 180 to 
assist formerly incarcerated Sara-
sota residents make the transition 
back home. Also considered was 
how racism and incarceration intersect, hearing directly from 
individuals who have been through Project 180 and discussing 
how the faith community is getting involved.


In January the LIFE (Lee Interfaith for Empowerment) Af-

fordable Housing Action Team, of which Fort Myers Con-
gregational UCC is a member, had a meeting with the Fort 
Myers City Manager to get a report on progress being made 
in implementing the Affordable Housing Ordinance adopted 
last year. 

In the summer  of 2016 we asked if it was Time for Conversations on Race, 
Religion, Violence, Tolerance, Justice, Inequality. We have asked you to share 
with our Florida churches how you as a church family have, are now, or are 

planning to have such conversations. 
As you read through these brief descriptions, do you note any which sound like 

programs or opportunities you would like to consider for your own congregation? 
If so, please feel free to contact our Conference staff or the Pastors and staff of those 
churches to learn about people, curricula, materials and other resources that could 
be available to you. We will continue to share as we learn more from you. Here 
are a few more happenings. Please continue to participate in this conversation by 
contacting us at RickCarson1@gmail.com

 Time For Conversations

Christ Congregational Church/Miami

Who We Say We Are
The brief text we use on our websites, e-blasts and other 

communications

A Church That Listens, Praises A Church That Listens, Praises 
God, Inspires and Serves OthersGod, Inspires and Serves Others
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UCC Women

UCC Women Around the StateUCC Women Around the State

The Sisters on Sojourn group (above) at Coral Gables 
Congregational UCC recently included some of their 
local Muslim sisters, plus women from many different 

backgrounds, cultures and faith traditions.
The First Congregational UCC/Sarasota Women’s As-

sociation’s annual Christmas luncheon on Tuesday, December 
6, involved filling and wrapping Christmas boxes for shut-in 
seniors in the community. A Christmas sing-along put everyone 
in a holiday mood. A few days later the group sponsored a food 
and personal hygiene items drive to benefit Second Chance 
Opportunity, the crisis intervention and 
education center in Newtown. At their 
January 3 gathering they had a presenta-
tion by church member John Ristow, 
who is a Member in Discernment and 
Chicago Theological Seminary student. 
He shared about the impact of poverty on 
girls and women in Haiti as he is studying 
to be a UCC Interim Pastor in Florida and 
Education Mission Worker in Haiti.

The Women’s Fellowship at Pilgrim 
UCC/Port Charlotte resumed its series 
on grace in January.

 The Gals Night Out group at UCC/Fort 
Lauderdale enjoyed a festive Christmas 
gathering at the home of Arlene Culliney 
on December 21 (right). The Women’s 

Circle at the church is a safe and sacred space for women to 
come together, use their voices to be heard and be seen. Through 
meditative silence or silent prayer, wisdom and peace enters. 
Circles foster both the ability to voice what matters and say out 
loud what is in the heart and mind, and an equally important 
ability — to listen with compassion. Circles evoke a sense of 
sisterhood and also a feeling of being connected to one another, 
at an archetypal level.

The Together Women Rise and 
Anam Cara Women’s Circle at Faith 
UCC/Dunedin gathered on Saturday, 
December 3, for a Christmas-themed 
potluck. The event celebrated their 
grant to a program in India called Ek 
Tara, a project that educates, engages 
and empowers girls and women to be 
agents of change. In January they heard 
from church member Michelle Fried-
man who shared about her 500 mile 
walk of the El Camino in Spain.

What is easier than buying ingredients, baking, wrapping, sell-
ing, buying for a bake sale? How about a Bakeless Bake Sale! 
Think what it would cost to make something for a bake sale or 
to buy something at a bake sale, and then donate that amount 
instead of baking...it saves you a lot of time. This “cake” was 

on display in Naar Hall at Venice 
UCC the entire month of January. 
Donations were dropped in the 
slot. This was a Women’s Fellow-
ship fundraiser to benefit church 
and community needs. 

Women Come Alive! at First 
Congregational Church/Winter 
Park enjoyed a retreat on Janu-
ary 13-15 in Eau Gallie. It was 
a multi-generational group that 
gathered on the theme “BRAND 
NEW: Building Beacons of 
Hope.” Speakers were living ex-
amples of being Beacons of Hope 
in the world through the way love 
is shared with others. 

The Board of Florida UCC Women gathered in Lake 
Placid the weekend of January 20-22 to finalize plans 
for the year. Check out our Facebook page (or www.uc-

cwomen.org) for the 2023 form for Laywoman of the Year and 
information about the upcoming annual conference May 5-7 at 
the San Pedro Spiritual Development Center in Winter Park. 

The theme is “Prayer Journey” (scripture from Colossians 
4:2): “Devote yourselves to prayer with an alert mind and 
a thankful heart” (New Living Translation). The weekend 
will include a labyrinth program by Kathryn McLean and a 

workshop “Praying in Color” with 
Sybil MacBeth. The mission for 
the year is Ukraine, and time will 
be given to our education and mis-
sion to support a family and school 
children in Ukraine.

Many thanks to Terri Crawford (Fort 
Myers Congregational UCC) for her superb job in providing 
us with interesting and educational books for our Reading for 
Renewal list. 

Patsy McDowell (Church of the Open Door Congregational/Miami) and Bert Perry 
Co-Presidents
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 Rev. Brooks Berndt Featured Keynote Speaker
 Minister of Environmental Ministry — United Church of Christ

Panelists include: Jeanne Dubi, President of Sarasota Audubon Society; Dr. Frank Alcock, Professor of 
Political Science and Environmental Studies at New College; retired physics instructor, Jerry Larson, who 
was instrumental in inspiring Congregational UCC/Punta Gorda to adopt solar power. 

A vegetarian lunch will be served after the presentation. Please make a reservation to help with planning. 
To reserve, e-mail Sarah Melcher at melchersj8856@gmail.com.

Contagious Hope:
Making a Difference 

on Climate
9:30am–12:30pm • Saturday, February 25

First Congregational UCC
1031 S. Euclid Avenue, Sarasota
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Upcoming Stewardship Webinars
Selected 4th Wednesdays 

7:30pm-8:30pm ET
Rev. Andrew Warner

Generosity Outreach Officer, Common Services, Philanthropy
United Church of Christ

March 22 
Changing Landscape of Giving: 

What We Can Learn from Millennial and Gen Z Donors  
Rev. Dr. Colie Bettivia 

of Grace UCC in Two Rivers, WI 
will discuss insights and ideas the Church can learn from Millennial and Gen Z Donors. 

Registration for Changing Landscape 

Year-Round Stewardship Resource
Promoting generosity throughout the year is the 

best way to teach giving and generate financial 
support for your ministry and mission. 

“Because of You” is a year-round stewardship re-
source with practical tools, sermon and worship guides, 

and faith formation activities for all ages. Learn more 
at uccresources.com.

For Stewardship and Generosity Resources visit 
https://www.ucc.org/stewardship-resources-materials/

Opportunities
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https://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001G5bz6UGBCM_wqJ5ZmXdMRF0byN6tEoidL3FIVKQANInafaE8GBGPGkQFElcMIbUKsvuXL6vpDSQOT_4DP6ztLDqlAChwsj7AXH3KB-AuecUZlvakZ_7uJ-0-l7bZxPCXnOW4M8KQmfFRQD1Ex5yzTcpfanCxUUq9r-QVVLTS3W7TW5ualVN-0bDSVlwFBax9V_uPSgSzXD1eX0P2hgiwBw==&c=us8Ji7pWUIilJdyCfxXVEnOTcTDxWQU3d48h0G5Q4Ua9j53f1P3i_w==&ch=zHhLrdgO_hIbEXDKuN7X5bikjTHnuzARMQGX0d9ZivbXJ_V5Lly8pw==
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In “Across Florida” our intent is to share with you what is happening at our 
90+ churches throughout the state. It is obvious from these entries that there 
is an exciting vibrancy evident within our congregations. 

This energy is making a decisive difference in the lives of congregation members 
and the communities in which they are located while also touching the lives of 
strangers in far away places. 

Through this sharing, you can learn  about innovative ideas, creative outreach 
and stimulating ministry, some of which might be adapatable within your own 
congregation. 

See something that catches your eye or brings a smile to your face? If an idea 
sounds good and you’d like more information about what they’re doing, contact 
that church. 

We’ve singled out a few of these with the following bright ideas symbol  
that you might want to let shine in your own church.

Across FloridaAcross Florida
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The United Church UCC-DoC/St. Augustine had an 
incident in which a member’s e-mail account had been 
hacked and scam messages had been sent to church 

member names on an e-blast from the church. In response 
Rev. Donna Cooney sent the following message to those on 
its e-blast mailing list:

“…in response to yesterday’s conversation 
about email accounts that are hacked and therefore 
used to scam others, we, at the United Church, want 
to let you know that from this point forward, we will 
use “BCC” or “Blind Carbon Copy”: feature. This 
feature hides email addresses. Our hope is that by 
using it we will offer a level of protection from 
scammers.”

Each month in worship at Trinity UCC/
St. Petersburg, congregants engage in 
a hands-on exercise to share or create in 
small groups. In December they made 
Native American “God’s Eyes,” suggest-
ing “seeing through God’s eyes” (pictured 
is Marty).  

 Naples UCC offers a yoga experience 
every Wednesday morning. St. Andrew 
UCC/Sarasota offered chair yoga every 
Wednesday and Monday during January.

Church on the Hill Congregational UCC/Boca Raton 
has added some extra text to the traditional UCC welcome 
— “Whoever you are and wherever you are on life’s journey, 
you are welcome here.” — the following wording: “Wherever 
you’ve been, whoever you’ve become, wherever you’re going, 
you’re welcome here at Church on the Hill.”

The Women’s Fellowship of Pilgrim Congregational UCC/
St. Petersburg had a one day flea market grossed $1,161 that 
went toward missions.

Yes, COVID is still around. Faith UCC/Dunedin had to 
make the decision to not have in-person worship on Sunday, 
December 4, due to a high number of COVID cases that had 
been reported among church members after the previous 
Sunday worship. In-person resumed on December 11, with 
mask-wearing suggested. 

Venice UCC hosted a Terry Hershey retreat on Saturday, 
January 28, titled “Soft Hearts from Hard Places.” From the 
promotional announcement: 

We know that we should love one another and 
practice kindness and compassion. But here’s the 
deal: love can spill only from a heart that has been 
softened and, in most cases, broken. There is no 
doubt that, when faced with tragedy, chaos, uncer-
tainty, or misfortune, we want to have a “handle” 
on it, or fix it, or make it go away. Terry teaches us 
how to live and love from a soft heart…the permis-
sion to see the world – this day – through the eyes 
of our heart. It happens when

• we allow ourselves to feel, fully and 
wholly

• we are without a need to defend, justify, 
or explain

• we allow ourselves to receive love, com-
passion, and kindness without suspicion

• we are free to embrace an extraordinary 
core of strength and courage that resides 
inside of us, and we let it spill to those 
around us

As the year was coming to an end, the Thrift Store income 
at the UCC/New Smyrna Beach through October was over 
$67,000.

C o n g r e -
g a n t s  a t 
Church by 
the Sea/Bal 
H a r b o u r 
enjoyed spe-
cial  Three 
Kings cakes 
f o l l o w i n g 
E p i p h a n y 
w o r s h i p 
on January 
8. Those at 
Coral Gables Congregational UCC were joined by the Three 
Wise Men (pictured) along with tasty pastelitos and a pinata 
for the kids.



      

Across Florida

DISCUSSIONS /SEMINARS/PRESENTATIONS WE’RE HAVING...
Live or via Zoom, or other livestreaming

“Intersections: Between Work and Faith,” “Harry Emerson 
Fosdick,” “The Refugees: Jesus, Mary and Joseph” and 
“Why Still Care About the Bible? (Naples UCC)

“Mapping Your Life 2023,” “Telling Your Stories” (First 
Congregational UCC/Sarasota)

“The Apostle Paul” (Church on the Hill Congregational 
UCC/Boca Raton)

“The Prophecies of Ezekiel” (Pilgrim UCC/Port Charlotte)
Book of Acts and Letters of Peter (Plymouth Congrega-

tional Church/Miami)
“Wellness 4 Life: L.E.A.N. Start” and “Winter Park: The 

Story of Its Early Years” (First Congregational Church/
Winter Park)

“Braver Angels: How to Talk to Someone with Oppos-

ing Political Viewpoints,” “A Conversation with Installation 
Artist Glen Purdy” and “UF Law Professor Stacey Steinberg 
Discusses Her Parenting Book, Growing Up Shared: How 
Parents Can Share Smarter on Social Media and What You 
Can Do to Keep Your Family Safe in a No-Privacy World” 
(United Church of Gainesville).

“Intentional Eating: Our Food Choices and Their Implica-
tions” (Coral Gables Congregational UCC)

The Gospel of Matthew (UCC/New Smyrna Beach)
Season 2 of “The Chosen,” “I’ve Been Wondering: The 

Bible – How Did We Get the Books We Have?” (Spring 
Hill UCC)

“You Mean That’s NOT in the Bible?” (Sanibel Congre-
gational UCC)

Book of Acts (United Church of Marco Island)
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Faith UCC/Dunedin has a group that meets 
weekly to support each other as we individually navi-

gate difficult times. It’s called “Life is Life” and meets on 
Tuesday evenings via Zoom, and is aimed at those who 
are experiencing anxiety, depression or situational stress 
and could benefit from a group that offers a listening 
ear and support. It consists of regular attendees as well 
as those who drop in-and-out. 
Congregational UCC/Punta 
Gorda has a grief support group 
that meets the first and third 
Mondays of each month.

The United Church of Tam-
pa offered a wellness spiritual support hour via Zoom 
on Wednesday evening, January 18, providing an 
hour of music, poetry, scripture, prayer and sharing. 
Naples UCC has a caregiver support group that meets 
regularly. Members and friends met for an eight-week 
“grief support” group that began January 19.

Addressing the whole-ness of church members, the 
Community Church of Vero Beach offers a “wellness” 
ministry (e.g., life-long fitness on Monday and Wednes-
day mornings and qigong on Thursdays), “Sunrise Grati-
tude” early Tuesday mornings at a beachfront park and 
on Tuesdays at 5:30pm on January 24, 31 and February 
7 a “caregiving” series.

Spring Hill UCC is hosting a suicide prevention 
training session of Thursday afternoon, February 2, be-
ing offered by the QPR Institute/National Alliance on 
Mental Illness of Hernando County. 

Blood drives continue to be held 
at our churches. Coral Gables 
Congregational UCC had one on 

Saturday, January 14, which offered a $10 gift card to donors, 
and Pass-a-Grille Beach Community UCC/St. Pete Beach 
had its on  Sunday, January 29, which offered donors a $20 
gift card plus a DonateBlood long sleeve t-shirt and a well-
ness check-up. 

One Bloods’ Big Red Bus was at Plymouth Congregational 
Church on Sunday, January 15. The Bloodmobile will be at 
the United Church of Gainesville on February 5.

The Cookie Walk and basket raffle at Spring Hill UCC on 
Saturday, December 10, raised around $2,100. The UCC/Fort 
Lauderdale reports having such great turnouts at recent indoor/
outdoor flea markets (pictured is December’s) that it is now plan-
ning to have one every last Saturday of the month through May. 
Venice UCC will be having its annual rummage sale – after a 
three-year hiatus – on Saturday, February 11.

The 
Hallmark 

channel 
recently 

used UCC/
Fort Lau-

derdale 
to shoot 

scenes for 
a movie
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Once again, we’ve witnessed the kind of hate and 
violence in America that shows just how prevalent 
the marginalization and oppression of the LGBTQ+ 

community is today. The mass shooting 
at a gay club in Colorado Springs last 
weekend shocked many in the nation 
but also failed to awaken the convic-
tions of many more for whom such 
violence has become a normalized part 
of everyday life.

Now is the time for us in the United 
Church of Christ in Florida to stand 
with our neighbors in the LGBTQ+ 
community. Saying that we are “open” 
does not make us open. Saying we are 
“affirming” doesn’t make us affirming. 
If we ignore the pain that is tearing our 
nation apart because it seems to us too political for church, we 
are not making a gospel response to the suffering of others. 
It will take acts of courage in the public square to show our 
resolve that no matter who one is or where that one is in their 

life journey, they are a welcomed and supported part of our 
shared life. Not just in the church where we feel safe but in our 
communities where now our sisters and brothers and non-binary 

siblings do not feel safe.
What will you do in the days to come 

to show God’s love and to demand 
God’s justice from a complacent 
people for whom violence now seems 
commonplace? “You shall love the 
Lord your God with all your heart and 
all your mind and all your soul and 
all your strength. And, you shall love 
your neighbor as yourself.” Bearers 
of that light of love and justice is who 
we claim to be as Christians. May it 
be our great thanksgiving to God that 
we are called upon to shine that light 

brightly in places of great need. Happy thanksgiving. 
Be at peace, and be in touch.
Facebook posting, November 23

A Message from the Conference Minister on the 
Mass Shooting in Colorado Springs

As a part of the ONA process at the United Church 
in Tallahassee, the Christian Education Committee 
offered a book discussion of Take Back the Word: 

A Queer Reading of the Bible in four discussion sessions that 
began in mid-December.

Coral Gables Con-
gregat iona l  UCC 
m e m b e r s  J o h n 
Fitzgerald and Rob-
ert Loupo were invited 
to the White House in 
early December for the 
signing of the Marriage 
Equality Act. The two 
were part of the original 
ACLU lawsuit which, 
brought around mar-
riage equality for the 
LGBTQ community.  

Ve n i c e  U C C 
had a table at their 
area Pride festival 
and First Congre-
gational Church/
Winter Park par-
ticipated in the local 
Pride parade.



      

Across Florida

The Personal Librarian by Marie Benedict (Pass-a-Grille 
Beach Community UCC/St. Pete Beach)

The Sound of Gravel by Ruth Wariner and The Lincoln 
Highway by Amor Towles (Naples UCC)

Liar’s Bench by Kim Michele Richardson and While 
Justice Sleeps by Stacey Abrams (First Congregational 
Church/Lake Helen)

Joan is Okay by Weike Wang and No Land to Light On 
by Yara Zgheib (Fort Myers Congregational UCC)

Every Breath by Nicholas Sparks and The Lincoln High-
way by Amor Towles (Church on the Hill Congregational 
UCC/Boca Raton).

The Underground Church: Reclaiming the Subversive 
Way of Jesus by Rev. Dr. Robin Myers and While We Wait 
by Mary Lou Redding (Community Church of 
Vero Beach)

The Hiding Place by Corrie Ten Boom and 
When Crickets Cry by Charles Martin (Pilgrim 
UCC/Port Charlotte)

Fratelli Tutti: On Fraternity and Social 
Friendship by Pope Francis (Coral Gables 
Congregational UCC)

Never Say Goodbye: A Medium’s Stories of 
Connecting with Your Loved Ones by Patrick 
Matthews (Faith UCC/Dunedin)

When We Believed in Mermaids by Barbara O’Neil 
(Plymouth Congregational Church/Miami)

Added to the Banned Books display at Faith UCC/Dune-
din: Brave New World by Aldous Huxley; Stamped from the 
Beginning: The Definitive History of Racist Ideas in America 
by Ibram X. Kendi; And I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings 
by Maya Angelou; and Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close, 
by Jonathan Safran Foer.

The United Church in Tallahassee celebrated the launch 
of George Lake’s Dancing with History: A Life for Peace 
and Justice, on Friday evening, December 9. Lakey, a 
Quaker activist and master storyteller, spoke on his in-
volvement in the struggle for peace, civil rights, LGBTQ 
rights, labor justice and the environment. His life will be 
the subject of a new documentary film coming out soon.

Congregational UCC/Punta Gorda has a 
Book Talk Tea in the church library in which 
you bring your brown bag lunch and any books 
you’d like to discuss.

The Underground Church: Reclaiming the 
Subversive Way of Jesus by Rev. Dr. Robin My-
ers was the subject of a book study (including 
a light supper) on three Wednesday evenings 
at the Community Church of Vero Beach in 
January. Dr. Myers will then be guest speaker 
on Saturday, February 4, and preacher on Sun-
day, February 5.

BOOKS WE’RE READING  AND DISCUSSING TOGETHER...
Live or via Zoom, or other livestreaming

Crossroads UCC/Melbourne

Who We Say We Are
The brief text we use on our websites, e-blasts and other communications

Empowering Lives Through Jesus Christ Empowering Lives Through Jesus Christ 
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While the 3 Great Loves initiative is no longer 
an active focus of the national church, Cele-
brate Florida will continue to raise up what our 
local congregations are doing on behalf of

Creation, Children and Neighbors 
Keep your 3 Great Loves stories coming to us at 
rickcarson1@gmail.com.
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At the beginning of this year, Coral Gables UCC 
invited Rev. Brooks Berndt to speak about his 
book Cathedral on Fire and of how to become a 

Creation Justice Church. Now, after the congregation’s vote 
on the Creation Justice covenant, the church would like to get 
more suggestions from him and discuss further ideas of how to 
serve as a Creation Justice Church and how to get connected 
with other churches which focus on environmental justice. All 
Gables UCC members and friends were invited to join Rev. 
Berndt and the Green Christians on December 8 via Zoom for 
this conversation. This was a great opportunity to learn more 
about how creation justice can be reflected in all the dimensions 
of congregational life.

On Thanksgiving 
morning, there were 
hundreds of volunteers 
to make 450 Thanksgiv-
ing meals with Branch-
es and 300 bagged 
lunches, as well as pack 
2,000 hygiene kits and 
150 bags of food for the 
church food pantry. 

In addition, the church 
donated 476 tooth-
brushes and 175 tubes 
of toothpaste to Lotus 
House in November.


The November flea market at the UCC/Fort Lauderdale 

raised $600 for the church and its Ruth Ministry. A church 
member told the following tale: An unidentified lady was at 
the flea market. She then took a seat by the main Sanctuary 
door and I introduced myself and asked her if I could help 
her. She wanted to make a donation to the church for helping 
her with lunches in 2019. I told her I was glad she was doing 
better. She handed me the envelope with a thank you on it and 
a $120 donation. This speaks to our mission!” When another 
member heard this, she “got a little teary-eyed. My friends had 
just arrived at the Flea Market and I told them the story. They 
donated $100 to Ruth Ministry too! “

Each Sunday morning members of its Congregational Care 
Team host Sunday church service for residents of Meridian at 
Waterways. The service utilizes its YouTube live-stream and 
Meridian’s theatre room where Holy Communion is offered. 
Merdian residents enjoy this means of accessible church service 
and are appreciative of UCC/Ftl’s outreach to their community.



Recent actions taken by the Endowment Team at Congrega-
tional UCC/Punta Gorda include: a grant of $3,000 to Back-
pack Kidz, $5,000 to Drug Free Punta Gorda and $1,000 to 
Peace River Botanical & Sculptural Gardens. The congregation 
also donated many personal care items in addition to $2,836 
to St. Vincent DePaul during the last year. The total amount of 
money committed for grants in 2022 was $26,500.

In addition to the many items donated to St. Vincent DePaul, 
the church donated a total of $2,836 to the organization dur-
ing 2022.  


 The new United Church in Tallahassee Green Team met 

twice over recent fall weeks to begin making plans for its 
Climate Change work. Priority was given to several activities:

• Adopting “green living” practices within the congrega-
tion and in its church facility itself.

• Reaching out to other organizations active in climate 
change work in order to learn what has worked best for 
them… and to affiliate with some as partners.

• Applying to become a national UCC “Climate Justice 
Church”

• Associating congregation members in all levels of 
decision-making and execution so that the church as a 
whole becomes a “Climate Change Task Force”


On Friday, December 2, donations were accepted at Pil-

grim Congregational UCC/St. Petersburg and loaded into 
the Beth-El Ministry truck in the church parking lot. Items 
included: men/women socks, new and gently used clothing 
all sizes, non-perishable foods, small kitchen appliances, toys 
and small plush animals for children, diapers, baby formula, 
feminine products, wipes, toilet paper. All proceeds benefited 
the migrant workers in Wimauma.

In 2022, Pilgrim’s Bellora Scholarship program awarded 
$352,000 in scholarships to college students and seminarians 
with $56,000 of those funds awarded to students of Florida 
migrant workers. Many were first in their family to pursue 
higher education.


November marked the end of the United Church in Gaines-

ville’s first year of participation in the Vinery, a program 
designed to connect congregations across the country who are 
seeking to re-imagine their engagement with their university 
neighbors. A vinery is a greenhouse for grape vines, and Chris-
tian ministry in particular is rife with images of fruit growing 
on the vine. This project seeks to help congregations cultivate 

mailto:rickcarson1@gmail.com
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the vines of university ministry. With its immediate proxim-
ity to UF and its many connections with faculty, staff, and 
students at both Santa Fe and UF, applying to the Vinery felt 
like a natural fit. The Lead Team has been attending monthly 
online gatherings, learning both about the variety and range 
of university ministries and how to ask questions and tell the 
stories of the congregation and context.  In November, a small 
group of UCGers gathered with the Lead Team for a first meet-
ing to hear more about the Vinery program and to brainstorm 
next steps as they broaden congregational conversation.


A group from St. Andrew 

UCC/Sarasota came to-
gether to prepare and share 
a Thanksgiving meal with 
Project 180 members who are 
re-entering society. They met 
at the church to cook together, 
then carried the whole meal 
to the Project 180 transitional 
home, where they sat down 
to dinner with the residents. 
Good food, good conversa-
tion and new friends made it a 
fun and memorable evening.   

The January Mission of the Month is SPARCC, an acronym 
for Safe Place and Rape Crisis Center. SPARCC’s mission is 
to stop domestic and sexual violence in the community by 
providing help, hope and healing with empowerment-based 
services and programs. Church members are encouraged to be 
generous with time, talents and donations including working or 
donating to the Treasure Chest, a thrift shop that raises money 
for SPARCC. At worship on January 22 congregants heard 
from the organization’s development coordinator.


Because holidays can be tough — stress and sadness, lone-

liness and lostness — members of First United Church of 
Tampa spent a “spiritual support hour” together over Zoom 
on Wednesday evening, December 21, focusing on wellness 
and sharing a holiday meal or dessert.

On New Year’s Day afternoon, members from the church 
joined Muslim, Buddhist, Unitarian Universalist and other 
friends at a local park for their annual community potluck, 
reaching across boundaries.


The Board of Outreach and Social Justice at First Congre-

gational Church/Winter Park collected gift cards, specific 

gift wish lists items and all pieces to create 13 full “aging out” 
baskets, which include all of the bed, bath, kitchen and cleaning 
supplies so necessary. 

During 2022 the church gave much to the community. Here 
are some of the ways it has impacted the lives of others: new 
and gently used shoes for the Christian Service Center; build-
ing meal kits for US Hunger; food and non-perishable pantry 
items for Ward Chapel; Panera bread distribution; donations of 
items and volunteering for PRIDE parade and booth; making 
and serving dinners for Family Promise; providing comfort 
items for victims of human trafficking; and Angel Tree items 
for Great Oaks Children’s Home and Zebra Coalition.


Trinity UCC/St. Petersburg sends personal, hand-written 

cards to all the residents of Balanced Healthcare and of Apollo 
Health & Rehabilitation Center for every holiday, including 
Christmas.  Church members also lead bingo at Apollo each 
month, caroled there in December (pictured) and “adopted” 
residents in need as their “secret Santas” this Christmas. 


Dee Rogers at Venice UCC has been working with the home-

less, and she has discovered that they are very much in need 
of socks. Although new socks are preferable, “gently” worn 
used socks can be donated. A large bucket has been provided 
to collect socks of all colors, styles, and sizes to help unhoused 
neighbors. 

Members are creating Valentine gift bags for the unhoused, 
seniors and those in need. Included will be a list of suggested 
items that can be found at any Dollar Store. Please return the 
bags to Naar Hall after worship or to the office by February 
12. These beautiful bags will be distributed during Valentine 
week at several locations.


Members from Church by the Sea/Bal Harbour will par-

ticipate in a Habitat for Humanity Build on Saturday, February 
25. Volunteers joined in Feeding the Homeless at the Chapman 
Partnership on Saturday, January 28 and will do so again at the 
end of February and March.
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As an Insurance Board member, you may gain access 
to legal forms related to building management, HR, 

event planning, and more. 
Visit https://bit.ly/3jg3ocn to learn more.
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The Mission and Benevolence Committee a t  S a n i b e l 

C o n g r e g a t i o n a l  U C C  made year-end distributions to 
three charities. The first two are Sanibel-based and concerned 
with helping the island’s recovery. FISH received $5,000 and 
Community Housing and Resources received $4,000. As the 
church was unable to have food drives this fall, $2,000 was 
also donated to the Gladiolus Food Pantry to help support 
their efforts.


Naples UCC members participated in a Build Day with 

Habitat for Humanity of Collier County on Saturday morn-
ing, January 7.

On Monday, January 23, church 
members heard from the Con-
servancy of SWFL about being 
environmental stewards while 
seeking to provide shelter and 
services for those in need. The ses-
sion was sponsored by the Justice 
Committee & Environmental Sub-
committee. April Olsen, Environmental Planning Specialist, 
took questions, representing the conservancy which has been 
advocating for sustainable development and finding solutions 
that balance the needs of a growing community and the pres-
ervation of natural resources.


UCC New Smyrna Beach offers free community yoga in 

its Community Hall on Monday mornings.


In January Lakewood 

UCC/St. Petersburg filled 
and delivered a wagon of 
disposable cups, diapers and 
bathroom tissue for Family 
Promise, a local ministry 
to houseless families with 
children.



On Saturday, February 4, Pastor Rev. Dr. Mark Williams 
will conduct an on-site home blessing for a family whose 
home was funded by the United Church of Marco Island. 
Throughout the month of December, UCMI congregants and 
visitors once again displayed amazing generosity towards our 
the Christmas Offering fundraiser for Baby Basics of Collier 
County. A total of $19,013 was donated — an amount that 
could provide a year supply of diapers for 43 babies.


 S a u n d e r s 

Second Chanc-
es donated 750 
pounds of cat 
and dog food 
to The Shep-
herd’s Pantry 
at Emmanuel 
UCC/Sebring. 
So many fami-
lies in need 
face the diffi-
cult choice of 
keeping their 
loving pets or 
feeding their 
families. Be-
cause of their generosity, The Shepherd’s Pantry can help 
more of its clients provide food for their families and pets. 
Saunders seeks to raise funds and awareness about adoptions 
for Highlands County Animal Services through fostering and 
healing those animals available for adoption. 

The church held its 2nd Annual Worldwide Candle Light-
ing Ceremony remembering children gone too soon with an 
invitation given to the community for anyone who lost a child.



https://bit.ly/3jg3ocn?fbclid=IwAR1sL5YMQW7mzWD9FIKUOmzH49VG7KgJxUNA52sIFCylVYX8SwIXOwcom1o


      

For the past year, our church has been deepening our 
relationship with the Charlotte County chapter of the 
NAACP. I should say, rather, that we have been partner-

ing in the effort to reopen the chapter after it has been dormant 
for several years. A new force moved into Punta Gorda last 
year. Richard Patrick is a semi- retired attorney from the West 
Virginia/DC area. He found the chapter dormant and decided 
to do something about it. He had come to an Indivisible Action 
SW Florida meeting, which was taking place in our church. 
He made an appeal for folks to join the NAACP. It worked! 
Since then our congregation has had Richard speaking and 
interacting with us.

Part of what enabled the chapter to restart is financial sup-
port. We had some members of our church who joined, and 
our Social Justice Team granted the chapter $1,500 to help 
establish a bank account. During Black History Month, Richard 
will introduce Dr. Darrel Gadsten, the now- President of the 
Charlotte County chapter of the NAACP, to share his story 
and some encouragement for a deepened relationship with the 
community. Our church has begun asking, “What can we do?” 
rather than telling what we will do. We are excited to learn and 
grow with friends.

• ARAY — Group working with LGBTQ teens who are 
at risk

• Green Thumbs — Gardening volunteers who helped us 

with Earth Day and Florida-friendly landscaping for our 
church property

• Heal Our Harbor — Group working on water analysis 
and protection in Charlotte Harbor

• Earth Day church event expenses and a CREATION 
JUSTICE CHURCH sign and a Meditation Garden with 
benches donated by church members

• Ukrainian Relief Fund of the UCC
• Coalition of Immokalee Workers — Migrant farm worker 

support organization in southwest Florida
• Blanchard House — African-American History and 

Culture Museum renovations after Hurricane Ian
• UU Fellowship-CAPAS — Assist with expenses for the 

Venezuelan family they are helping
• St. Vincent de Paul — Feeding the hungry in Punta Gorda 

area in the wake of Hurricane Ian
We look forward to being able to share from our 2023 re-

sources. These funds are given for social justice work through 
our Endowment Fund, which was established in 1999 for the 
sole purpose of outreach and missions giving. We annually are 
able to contribute nearly $37,000 to those purposes, thanks to 
a robust stock market and The Vanguard Group.

3 Great Loves

Supporting the 
Community and Beyond
by Rev. Mike Ford
Congregational UCC/Punta Gorda

Assisting the Immokalee Fair Housing 
Alliance

The Immokalee Fair Housing Alliance is giving a big THANK YOU to the 
Southwest Florida community of leaders, partners, supporters and volunteers 
for your commitment and generosity in breaking the cycle of poverty by 

providing Immokalee farmworkers and other low-income residents hope through 
affordable housing.

If you are looking for ways to give back in 2023 that 
will have a lasting impact on the community, farmworker 
families and other low-income residents in Immokalee 
need our help, and they need it now. Your thoughtful 
contribution to the Immokalee Fair Housing Alliance 

will continue fueling our momentum into the new year as the first apartment building rises. Donate 
today: https://www.immokaleefairhousing.org/donate

#NewYear #givingback

 Opportunity
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https://www.facebook.com/ImmokaleeFairHousingAlliance?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZXKkXxuKIxAtsuPoYjJWv7089rRIFeNmV2J2zEPh9LtMH2TMCQVnPX3vg35xctfxCNfz8CUUmupbAg0GWLO9_n8mO1E6JaHn3s6EB__d4uEHHlyzBMJav-6oNkxpcqnU_gj3dUw3tXAU_exYtxsEWkvI6LBxSEj9E1QIDAUIV8UZz1q7hanO4Zr6UECOA3xusfdIE2LRWSrxymlBj6K2bQO&__tn__=-UC%2CP-y-R
https://www.facebook.com/ImmokaleeFairHousingAlliance?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZXKkXxuKIxAtsuPoYjJWv7089rRIFeNmV2J2zEPh9LtMH2TMCQVnPX3vg35xctfxCNfz8CUUmupbAg0GWLO9_n8mO1E6JaHn3s6EB__d4uEHHlyzBMJav-6oNkxpcqnU_gj3dUw3tXAU_exYtxsEWkvI6LBxSEj9E1QIDAUIV8UZz1q7hanO4Zr6UECOA3xusfdIE2LRWSrxymlBj6K2bQO&__tn__=-UC%2CP-y-R
file:///D:/%60Accounts/Celebrate%20Florida/Celebrate%202023/Celebrate%20Florida%20Feb-March%202023/CEL%202-23%2021.%20Immokalee%20Alliance/%20https://www.immokaleefairhousing.org/donat
https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/newyear?__eep__=6&__cft__%5b0%5d=AZXt6vmt77uP4DldmWkFB7uLTw5NsmCej7VntbaZWexck-3mFGRiwwfFbuO_vpgJdL4DMQmzHiIwhppC4aPMl5K_6gGrAfxXHamWfSlmdUhGWOhlWewzwdlM5eW97k-7vs1Q5tqZvaUFoAA9lkYp3HFXTKtgMRYYNCdoSQPPdFtM9BKdjF1ulRNa3Y8YPd_kCGwsfwVYwrCuEJRKwH7GkxtO&__tn__=*NK-y-R
https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/givingback?__eep__=6&__cft__%5b0%5d=AZXt6vmt77uP4DldmWkFB7uLTw5NsmCej7VntbaZWexck-3mFGRiwwfFbuO_vpgJdL4DMQmzHiIwhppC4aPMl5K_6gGrAfxXHamWfSlmdUhGWOhlWewzwdlM5eW97k-7vs1Q5tqZvaUFoAA9lkYp3HFXTKtgMRYYNCdoSQPPdFtM9BKdjF1ulRNa3Y8YPd_kCGwsfwVYwrCuEJRKwH7GkxtO&__tn__=*NK-y-R


Youth at Coral Gables Congregational UCC or-
ganized a unique Christmas Angel Tree to collect 
menstrual and hygiene supplies to make them more 

accessible in the wider community, especially for those who 
show up to school without having the proper period products 
and the embarrassment and health issues that can go with 
that. The church is supporting what the youth have named 
Project Flo, collecting menstrual pads, shampoo, conditioner, 
body wash, toothbrushes, toothpaste, dental floss and deodor-
ant. The effort was featured in UCC News on December 13 
(https://www.ucc.org/florida-youth-group-hosts-angel-tree-

to-create-period-packs/).
The youth confirmation class learned about discipleship and made a collage 

of “modern day disciples” who they see in the news.


For a Christmas kindness project, youth at Venice UCC (left) decorated mini- 

Christmas trees, complete with tiny lights. The trees were delivered to Carl 
Moyer and Mona Price as well as to a newcomer at church and two nursing 
home residents without family. 


On January 22 the youth at the United Church of Gainesville had a session 

on financial literacy. 

KidsK ids   CORNER . . .

CORNER . . .

Florida Conference Youth Confirmation Retreat

Confirmation can be a journey where students have the 
opportunity to explore the ways that they are con-
nected, the things and people they are connected to, 

and the ways in which they are creative and creating creations 
of a creative and creating God.

Students throughout the Florida Conference and their Con-
firmation leaders are invited to join us March 3-5 at Jupiter-
FIRST Church for a chance to interact with other students 

from around the Conference on a 
similar journey.

During the weekend, we will hear 
from various leaders about the his-
tory of the United Church of Christ, 
study where the Psalms came from and imagine what the 
Psalmists are saying today.

Please e-mail Neal Watkins for more details. NWatkins@
uccfla.org
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Each year, Coral Gables Congregational UCC pres-
ents personal Bibles to every third-grade child as a 
statement of their growing faith development and as 

recognition of their being old enough to study scripture on 
their own (above left). The church celebrates the tradition of 
presenting Bibles to its third graders as a gift from the con-
gregation, a prayer that this gift will be a starting point for a 
deeper relationship with our still-speaking God.

Friday, November 11, was St. Martin’s Day, a traditional 
Christian celebration that takes place in Germany (above right). 
The German Ministry at CGCUCC had a wonderful service 
where they retold the story of St. Martin and his compassion 
and then paraded around the church with their lanterns to light 
the way. 

The Sunday School children and youth are supporting Lo-
tus House Homeless Shelter in Overtown by collecting a dif-
ferent item that the women, children or LGBT+ youth need. In 
January the item was deodorant. 

To support Sunday School initiatives at the Church on the 
Hill Congregational UCC/Boca Raton, they held their an-
nual Sunday School Bake Sale on Sunday, December 11, with 
proceeds going to the SS’s budget.

All children, kindergarten through fifth grade, at Naples UCC 
were invited to participate in Children’s Christmas Camp. It 
featured games, crafts, snacks and more to celebrate Christ’s 
love coming into the world. It was held on mornings between 
December 27-29.

The Sunday Seminar at the United Church of Gainesville 
on January 22 was a presentation from UF Law Professor 
Stacey Steinberg discussing her bestselling parenting book 
Growing Up Shared: How Parents Can Share Smarter on 
Social Media and What You Can Do to Keep Your Family Safe 
in a No-Privacy World. “Sharenting” is the practice of parents 
publicizing sensitive content about their children on Internet 
platforms, and Professor Steinberg’s book on the subject has 
been quoted in the New York Times and Washington Post. 

Middle school Christmas party at Coral 
Gables Congregational UCC

CGCUCC children at 
Christmas Eve service
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Bal Harbour - Church by the Sea
The Angel Tree involved gifts for children at the Redlands 

Migrant School
December 4 Advent workshop to build a wreath
December 11 Cookie decorating and ornament making 
     workshop and Santa visit
December 13 Meditative service
December 18 Annual Worship Through Music celebration
Christmas Eve 5pm Intergenerational service in a winter 
  wonderland
   7pm Candlelight service of Lessons & Carols
   in a winter wonderland
Christmas Day  10:30am Lessons & Carols 

Boca Raton — Church on the Hill Congregational UCC
Advent group study When God Comes Down by James 

Harnish met on Friday mornings
75+ gifts provided for children and staff at Boca Elementary 

School
December 11 Annual Youth Christmas program and school
  bake sale
Christmas Eve 5pm Family worship with carols and 
  candlelight
Christmas Day  10am Modified service with sermon and 
  familiar hymns of the season

Coral Gables — Coral Gables Congregational UCC
The Angel Tree involved collecting menstrual and hygiene 

products for girls in Miami-Dade County
Advent activities included: “You Are Creative: An Advent 

Exploration” on Sunday mornings; devotional From Generation 
to Generation...An Advent Devotional by A Sanctified Art LLC; 
“Midday Advent Devotions” on Tuesdays at noon on Zoom
December 4  German Christmas Market and kids’ activities

December 18 Caroling to homebound members’ residences  
  followed by hot chocolate and Christmas
  cookies back at the church
December 21 7pm Longest Night service in Chapel
Christmas Eve 5pm indoor Family Service in the Sanctuary
                           3pm German-language service
                           8pm Outdoor Candlelight service
                           11pm Traditional service in the Sanctuary
Christmas Day 11am informal intergenerational 
  carol-singing, storytelling

Dunedin — Faith UCC
Christmas Eve 7pm Night of lessons and carols
Christmas Day 10:30am Singing and celebrating

Fort Lauderdale — UCC Fort Lauderdale
The Giving Tree for children affected by AIDS collected 

some 100 toys and $500 towards gift cards
“Reverse Advent Calendar” practice meant adding specified 

food item daily to box to be given to Ruth Ministry

December 3 “Peace on Earth” concert by Fort Lauderdale  
  Gay Men’s Chorus
December 10 “The Many Ho-Hums Holiday Special by the
  South Florida Jubilee Chorus
December 11 Ring and Sing Caroling group visit to shut-ins
  including at the Meridian and concluding at 
  the Coral Ridge Mall

How We Celebrated Advent and Christmas

The lighting of Advent candles, Cantatas, pageants, poinsettias, Angel Trees 
and supporting the Christmas Fund for Veterans of the Cross (which cares 
for active and retired clergy and lay employees of the UCC) are common 

elements of our celebrations during Advent and Christmas. Here is a sampling of 
what we’ve learned about happenings at some of our Florida churches. If you notice 
new and interesting aspects of how the season was observed, consider adding them 
to yours for this year – it’s less than 11 months away!

 ~ Coral Gables Congregational UCC ~
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December 18 “A Celebration of Christmas” with Music for 
  America Orchestra of Florida and Chancel Choir
December 22  Ruth Ministry special annual Christmas 
  luncheon that served over 150, who
  received Christmas stockings filled with 
  essentials and gift cards
Christmas Eve 8pm Candlelight service
Christmas Day 10:30am Carol singing

Fort Myers — Fort Myers Congregational UCC
Advent display of members’ handprints indicated being 

together as the family of Christ (pictured below) 
December 11 Christmas Cantata
December 18  Children’s Pageant
Christmas Eve 5pm Service
Christmas Day 10am Informal service

Gainesville — United Church of Gainesville

Angel Tree donations totaled over $850 for children at Rawl-
ings Elementary (above Volunteers sorting and pricing gifts); 
Christmas Eve offerings devoted to Emergency Loan Fund, 
which provides assistance to people in need in the community      

Original Advent devotional, Do You Hear What I Hear?, with 
contributions from noted authors, poets, philosophers, church 
clergy and members; Advent conversations of devotional read-
ing, Bible study and reflection on Thursdays at noon
December 11 31st Annual Festival of Nine Lessons 
  and Carols (a UCG tradition of instrumental
  music, choral anthems and scripture)
December 17 Children’s Holiday Craft Fair
December 18 Children’s Pageant “The Time Travelers” and
  All-Church Band played medley of sing-along carols
December 21 7pm Service for the Longest Night
Christmas Eve  4:40 Participatory telling of Christmas story
  with manger scene and candle lighting
                            7:30 Brass-accompanied carols with readings 
  and candle lighting
                           9:30pm  Brass with choir and readings and
  candle lighting
Christmas Day 10am “Happy Birthday, Jesus!” service with
  pajamas, a sing-along and birthday cake for Jesus

Lake Helen — First Congregational UCC
Cash Christmas contributions were encouraged for the Out-

side the Gates Food Pantry
Advent study on Monday mornings using Four Ways to Start 

the Story: An Advent/Epiphany Bible Study by boldlyrise.com
December 14 Christmas Potluck & Yankee Swap 
December 18 Recital of Advent and Christmas music by  
  Kristina and Ross (free concert with love   
  offering) 
Christmas Eve  7pm Service of Lessons, Carols, Candlelight  
  and Communion 
Christmas Day 10:30 am Casual service held in the Parish 
  House with song, story and light refreshments
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Marco Island — United Church of Marco Island
Christmas offering and donations during Advent totaling 

$19,013 were designated for Baby Basics of Collier County
Christmas Eve  5:30pm Service
Christmas Day 10am Service

Miami — Christ Congregational Church
Christmas holiday drive raised $615 plus an anonymous 

donation of $1,000 which provided nine Guardian ad Litem 
children with gift cards

Advent study using What’s Left of the Night? by the UCC 
Stillspeaking Writers’ Group
Christmas Eve 5pm Service
Christmas Day 10:30 am Service of carols and readings

Miami — Plymouth Congregational Church
December 11 Chancel Choir presentation of selections from 
  Vivaldi’s Gloria
Christmas Eve 5pm Family service
  8pm Candlelight service of Lessons and
  Carols with anthems
  11pm Candlelight and Communion with 
  Lessons and Carols
Christmas Day 10am Service with a Christmas twist

Naples — Naples UCC
Advent mid-week mediations at noon on Wednesdays
Angel Tree was devoted to the church’s Baby Basics program 

and individuals in teen parenting program in Immokalee and 
Collier County schools 
December 4 Annual Christmas concert
December 14 Christmas dinner
December 18 Children’s musical Silent Night: 
  The Birth of a Carol 
Christmas Eve 4pm Family service
  6pm Candlelight Festival of Lessons and   
  Carols with Sanctuary Choir and Chamber 
      Orchestra
    8pm Candlelight Festival of Lessons and   
  Carols with Sanctuary Choir and Chamber
      Orchestra
  10pm Contemplative Service with 
  Communion, the Sanctuary Choir and 
  Chamber Orchestra
Christmas Day 10am Worship Service
December 25  Christmas Morning Breakfast Buffet at 
  Youth Haven, a mission partner

New Smyrna Beach – UCC New Smyrna Beach
Advent study using Preparing for Christmas: Daily Media-

tions for Advent by Richard Rohr
December 15 6pm Blue Christmas service
Christmas Eve 6pm Service
Christmas Day  10am Service

North Port — North Port Community UCC
Advent journey gatherings held on Monday evenings at host 

homes
Week of 
   December 5 Volunteers served as Salvation Army 
  bell ringers at local Publix
Christmas Eve 7pm Service
Christmas Day  10am Service

Orange City  — First Congregational Church
Christmas Eve   3pm Service with carols and Communion
Christmas Day   No service

Orlando — First UCC
Christmas Eve  7pm Candlelight service with Communion
Christmas Day  10am Worship

Pensacola Beach — The Beach Church
Advent study “Names for the Messiah” on Wednesdays at noon
Christmas Eve 4:30pm
Christmas Day 9am plus a recorded special Christmas podcast

Pinellas Park — Good Samaritan Church
Advent study using From Generation to Generation…An 

Advent Devotional by A Sanctified Art LLC
Christmas Eve 6:30pm Candlelight service with carols,
  poetry, story and special music
Christmas Day 10:30am Christmas Tea & informal worship

Port Charlotte — Pilgrim UCC
Advent study on Wednesday evenings of Not a Silent Night: 

Mary Looks Back to Bethlehem by Adam Hamilton
Christmas dinner baskets prepared for Joyful Noise teachers 

and homebound veterans 
December 18  “Bethlehem’s Child” Cantata
Christmas Eve  5pm service at Kings Gate Clubhouse Ballroom
Christmas Day  10:30am Hymn sing with residents of 
  Sandhill Gardens

Punta Gorda — Congregational UCC
The Giving Tree collected $1,142 + $2,000 from Endowment 

Fund for gift cards for Charlotte High School students 
Christmas Eve 7pm Candlelight service with members 
  of the North Port Chamber Band
Christmas Day No service

Rockledge — Hope UCC
Angel Tree contributions went to raise money for new micro-

phones for the church’s AV ministry and blankets for Church 
World Service

Advent services on “Reflecting the Sacred” theme from 
Worship Design Workshop
December 21  7pm Blue Christmas service on Zoom
Christmas Eve  6:30pm Candlelight service
Christmas Day  10am Service
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Sarasota — First Congregational UCC
Advent theme: “Awakening to God this Christmas Season – 

Mapping Your Life 2023”
Annual traditional Christmas Love Offering to local charities 

(dealing with racial justice, ONA issues and solar power as well 
as non-profits that work with neighbors in need)
December 11  Stories of Gabriel, Mary and Joseph (from
  Christmas: 25 Stories about Jesus’Arrival) 
  Food drive sponsored by Women’s 
  Association to benefit Second Chance Last
  Opportunity crisis intervention and education
  center
Christmas Eve 4pm Candlelight service of music and poetry 
  and message from Luke 2
                          7pm Candlelight and message from Luke 2 
  and music from Chancel Choir and guest
  musicians with participation of children,
  youth and families
                          11pm Candlelight and message form Luke 2 
  with guest musicians and Communion
Christmas Day  No in-person worship; pre-recorded greetings
  on Facebook and YouTube 

Sarasota — St. Andrew UCC
Angel Tree for children and seniors on behalf of the Salva-

tion Army of Sarasota
Advent devotional: “What’s Left of the Night? by the UCC 

Stillspeaking Writers’ Group
December 11 Blue Christmas service Palmer Ranch Singers 
  concert
December 17 Holiday Pops concert presented by Sarasota
  Jazz Project Big Band
Christmas Eve 7pm Service of Lessons & Carols
Christmas Day 10:30am

Sebring — Emmanuel UCC
A generous donor provided 

gifts and food for a local family 
with Tracy Miller playing Santa 
Claus to deliver the presents  
Christmas Eve 7pm Candle-
light service 
Christmas Day 10am Tradi-
tional worship service 

Spring Hill — Spring Hill UCC
Advent devotional From Generation to Generation...An 

Advent Devotional by A Sanctified Art LLC 
Christmas gifts collected for children at local elementary 

school
Christmas-themed Basket Raffle

December 3 Holiday Concert by Weeki Wachee Winds
  Community Concert Band
December 10 Cookie Walk
December 16 Holiday Christmas program featuring musical
  performances by choral groups (Sue Sue
  Sisters and SHUCC Choir) and Santa 
  appearance
Christmas Eve 7pm Candlelight service with Communion
Christmas Day 10am “Breakfast Church”

St. Augustine — United Church UCC-DoC
Christmas gift-giving opportunities for a blended family of 

9, gift packages of necessities for the homeless and monetary 
donations for remodeling youth center in Black church – all 
in Putnam County

Advent series titled “Sacred Expectations” and using Advent 
devotional of illuminating prayers and poems created by the 
Creative Arts Team at United Church
December 16 Advent spiral and potluck
Christmas Eve  5pm Candlelight Service
Christmas Day 10am Service
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St. Pete Beach — Pass-a-Grille Beach Community UCC
Advent theme “Generation to Generation” using From Generation 

to Generation…An Advent Devotional by A Sanctified Art LLC 
Advent Beachside Sunset services at 5pm on Sundays

December 4 Nativity Festival featuring display of 
  members’ nativity sets and traditions
December 11 Blue Christmas service
December 15 Christmas party dinner and dance
Christmas Eve 10am Travelers service with Communion
  4pm “The Night Before Jesus” service,
  family-friendly with puppeteers
  7pm Candlelight service with choir and carols
  10pm Candlelight service with choir and carols
Christmas Day  9am Service with carols

St. Petersburg — Lakewood UCC
Advent theme: “Seeking Christ: ‘What are we looking for 

this season?’”
Daily Advent devotional e-blasts
Gifts donated for children at Maximo Elementary School

December 4  Caroling to the homebound
December 13  Exploring themes of the holiday via Zoom 
December 22  Discussion via Zoom of all-church read of 
  Small Things Like These by Claire Keegan
Christmas Eve  7pm Candlelight service with Communion
Christmas Day  10:30 service with songs and stories 

St. Petersburg — Pilgrim Congregational UCC
Giving Tree for family with six children in need

Christmas Eve 7pm Candlelight service
Christmas Day No service

St. Petersburg —Trinity UCC
Advent study of devotional book, What’s Left of the Night? 

by the UCC Stillspeaking Writers’ Group

Christmas Eve 6:30pm Candlelight service with guest 
  guitarist followed by group photo with 
  holiday refreshments
Christmas Day No service

Tallahassee — United Church in Tallahassee
Angel Tree provided gifts for family with seven children

December 11  “Tiny Christmas” play starring the kids
Christmas Eve  7pm Service with music and readings
Christmas Day  10am Service with Song Circle, sharing
  Christmas reflections from members responding
  to prompt “I‘m thinking of a ___ Christmas”

Tampa — First United Church of Tampa
Christmas collection for Beth-el Farmworkers Ministry in 

Wimauma (collected 850 diapers, four boxes of baby wipes 
and $125 in gift cards)
December 7 “Prayer as a Means of Reimagining” 
  (via Zoom)
December 13  Blue Christmas service
Christmas Eve  7pm Service with scripture, music and poetry
Christmas Day  Pre-recorded service on Facebook and 
  YouTube
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Venice — Venice UCC
Advent journey focused on ChrismonsTraditional Christmas 

“food baskets” for the needy instead were grocery store gift 
cards 
December 2  Women’s Fellowship Advent service
December 13  6pm Blue Christmas service
Christmas Eve  6pm Candlelight service with carols and
  Communion
Christmas Day  10am Informal “family style” service with
  carols and prayers and a reading from Luke 2

Vero Beach — The Community Church
“Advent & Poetry” series held on Thursday mornings

December 17  Jingle Jam with crafts, games and Santa
December 18 3pm Longest Night Remembrance service
Christmas Eve  3pm Service of lessons and carols
  4:30pm Family worship service
   7pm Candlelight service with orchestra 
  and choir
  9pm Candlelight service with orchestra   
  and choir 
Christmas Day 10:15 service

The Villages — UCC at The Villages
By tradition, a collection was taken ($2,100) to provide gift 

cards for clients of Shepherd’s Lighthouse in Belleview and 
The Haven in Leesburg, both shelters for women and children
Christmas Eve  5:30pm Candlelight service with special 
  music provided by church members
Christmas Day 10am Service with special music provided 
  by church members

West Palm Beach — Union Congregational UCC
Mission outreach included giving extra funds to Family 

Promise homeless ministry and the church’s food pantry
December 18  Pageant and Christmas party
Christmas Eve 7pm Candlelight service with carols and bells
Christmas Day  Pageant and party

 Winter Park —First Congregational Church
Advent at Home study of Christmas origins in the Gospels 

on Wednesday evenings
Angel Tree benefited children living at Great Oaks Children’s 

Home and LGBTQ youth at the Zebra Coalition
December 2 “Walk through Bethlehem” Pageant in which
  guests followed the star to the manger
December 11 “A John Denver Christmas” featuring 
  Rev. Shawn Garvey
Christmas Eve  5pm Family service
  9pm Candlelight service with lessons and carols
Christmas Day  10am service
 

... to Unsplash and Pexels with their talented artists 
and photographers for the many generic photos and 

images used in this issue. We appreciate the generosity 
of these free services. 

www.unsplash.com      www.pexels.com
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