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Wish to share an announcement? 
Please send it to Kortney, our Office Manager, at 
firstchurchucc@sbcglobal.net by Wednesday each week  
so she can include it in the weekly bulletin. 
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Minister’s Note 
 
We are in a season of celebration! After just completing our Vision Fund Capital 
Campaign with great success and a lot of confetti joy, we get to breathe deeply and 
freely and dive into our success by celebrating our vision and starting the projects. In 
our 350th year of local church ministry, we realized it is also our 25th year of being 
ONA, Open and Affirming! On July 17, 1993, we were awarded a certificate that makes 
us ONA and we will celebrated with a big open table communion on July 15th with 
rainbow bread! Celebrate, celebrate, celebrate everything is our mantra to begin 
summertime. 

 
With the celebration of our 25 years of being Open and Affirming this summer, we 
take time to give thanks to a God who created us in all our beautiful diversity and 
invites us to open our doors and hearts even wider. We take pride at First Church for 
being “a little off Main Street,” meaning we rejoice in our eclectic identities, vanilla 
straight and rainbow fabulous. God loves us all! It is not always easy to welcome 
those on the margins because it challenges us to stretch, push, and expand. 
Together, we have a commitment at First Church to keep expanding. 
 

 
 

Our Summer Church series this year explores the theme of Radical Hospitality. We 
want to celebrate our scripture’s commitment to hospitality and inclusivity while 
internalizing the message that God loves and accepts and affirms each and every 
one of us, just as we are. 

 
While we consider what it means to radically welcome those on the margins; those 
traveling the borders of this country; those living with mental illness among us; those 
on the LGBTQIA* spectrum; and all of creation, we also consider what it means to 
welcome ourselves just as we are. Arabic poet Rumi has a wonderful poem called 
“Guest House,” about how unexpected visitors of grief, sadness, and anger come to 
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us. We want to shut them away. But, as a spiritual practice, instead we welcome 
them: 

 
“This being human is a guest house. 
Every morning a new arrival. 
A joy, a depression, a meanness, 
some momentary awareness comes 
as an unexpected visitor. 
Welcome and entertain them all! 
Even if they are a crowd of sorrows, 
who violently sweep your house 
empty of its furniture, 
still, treat each guest honorably. 
He may be clearing you out 
for some new delight. 
The dark thought, the shame, the malice. 
meet them at the door laughing and invite them in. 
Be grateful for whatever comes. 
because each has been sent 
as a guide from beyond.” 

  
Self-acceptance and self-love become vital for radical inclusivity. We must internalize 
the message that God loves us just as we are, on the margins or not. Not an easy 
task, to love what is uncomfortable. Yet what a difference it makes spiritually to 
welcome the uncomfortable feelings of life? To ask questions of our anger or 
sadness and to learn from them; to treat all experiences that come to us as honored 
guests. 

 
We are each created in the likeness and image of God. We each have a divine spark 
within us. To use the language of our mission statement (honoring the divine spark 
in all humans). Deacon Gabriela De Golia writes, “I love the idea of a God who is 
reflected in those of us with mental illness. We aren’t aberrations. We are reflections 
of God in our mania, in our depression, and in our anxiety. In all these things there is 
a God-seed, it’s a matter of cultivating them correctly, rather than eliminating them.” 

 
If we are all reflections of God, we too are reflections of each other. Deep within each 
of us resides God’s spirit, imprinted on our hearts, souls, and minds more deeply than 
anything that is wrong. If we have God within us, we also have each other within us, 
intrinsically connected. None of us are free until all of us are free.  

 
Blessings, 

Rev. Julia Burkey 
Pastor, First Church of Christ 

3 



 

 

CALENDAR OF EVENTS 
 

July 1st Deacon Gabriela De Golia preaches on freedom and submission to God, and 
how true freedom from being a servant to God leads to openness and inclusivity. 
 
July 8th Immigration: we explore our tradition’s commitment to radical hospitality 
and specifically welcoming the stranger. 
 

July 15th Pride Sunday!  Celebrating 25 years of 
being Open and Affirming, a process we completed 
July 17, 1993. Open Table Rainbow Communion! Come 
affirm your fabulous self and know God loves you, gay 
or straight, male or female, or anywhere in between 
or beyond.  
Second Hour will be led by one of our resident art 
historians, Rhea Higgins. On behalf of the Store & 
Décor committee, Rhea will present the selections for 
sanctuary carpet color, to be replaced in August, and 
pew cushions, all funded by our Vision Fund! 
 

July 22nd Worshipping a God reflected in those with mental illness. 
 
July 29th Deacon Linda Choser preaches on worshipping a God reflected in animals 
and all of creation. 
 

August Services at South Church (9 Pleasant St in Middletown, Connecticut) 
 
 
Vacation Bible School (VBS) 
Please contact Pastor Mahogany at 
mahogany.thomas@yale.edu if you would like your children 
to participate in Vacation Bible School this year! We are 
currently working on figuring out the best date for VBS. 
Knowing your family's calendar would help a great deal. 
Augusts 13-17th is the week we are considering. 
 
 

STAFF VACATION 
● Pastor Mahogany Thomas joins us again in August! 
● Shari Lucas is away June 24th and July 29th-September 5th 
● Kortney Balsamo will be away July 9th-July 16th. At other times, she will be 

available via email from 10am-2pm on weekdays as well as by appointment.  
● Rev. Julia Burkey is away July 1, July 29, and August 16th-September 5th 

4 



 

VISION FUND UPDATE: WE DID IT! 

 
Pledge campaign 
As many of you know, we celebrated the end of the pledging period of the Vision 
Fund on Sunday, June 10th. We announced total pledges that morning of $630,000, 
above and beyond our goal of $550,000 and stretch goal of $600,000.  Pledges 
continue to arrive and at this writing, we have received nearly $634,000 in pledges 
from 97 families. 
 
Donations 
At this writing, we have received nearly $130,000 of actual contributions from 
pledged amounts. All donations to the Vision Fund go through the Deposit 
committee and are recorded in Breeze. 
 
Included in the $130,000 are the following bequests: 
$38,842 Bee and Missionary Society 
$25,000  Estate of Joseph Ciaburri 
$11,391  Estate of Jan Edson 
 
Many thanks go to the long-time members represented by these names. 
 
Projects 
At this writing, $73,279 has been spent by the Vision Fund on the following projects: 
 
$35,453  Campaign expenses 
$10,293  Youth programming 
$2,000  Accessibility to All 
$25,000  Sanctuary and organ renovation 
$0    Exterior Maintenance 
$0    Outreach project 
______________________________ 
$73,453  Total 
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Most material campaign expenses have been accounted for. We project that we will 
spend less than the $45,000 budgeted for this item. The primary expense was our 
consultants, Jay Terbush and Michael Piazza, totaling $26,500. The balance was 
spent on events and publicity. 
 
Shari Lucas reports that the organ refurbishment project (contract cost $72,803) is 
already one third completed and expected to be “fully operational” by the November 
4th anniversary celebration.  
 
The sanctuary renovation project is in the planning phase with the hope of 
completing it this summer. An update on the these renovations will be presented by 
the design team on Sunday, July 15th after the service, during which Rhea Higgins 
will talk about the design process and propose and present the team's 
recommendations on new colors and materials for the carpet and pew cushion. 
 
Many thanks 
Once again, we want to thank everyone who participated in the Vision Fund 
Campaign and helped to make it such a success.  There were many people who 
answered the call to support the campaign.  Some folks took on the responsibility of 
leading a team, some helped collect pledges, and so many demonstrated their 
commitment to First Church by making a pledge. Thank you for supporting the 
church’s Mission and Vision and for “honoring our past and shaping the future”.   
 
In gratitude, 
Jim Miller and Heidi Foster-Cho 
Vision Fund Co-Chairs 
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OUR ORGAN HISTORY & RENOVATION 
 
 
History 
 
The present instrument is the third 
organ in this meeting house and the 
fourth of First Church.  The first, 
purchased in 1835 from Appleton 
Company of Boston, was said to be one 
of the first two organs in Connecticut. 
The hand-pumped tracker was placed in 
the rear balcony of the building which 
was on Main Street.  A similar instrument 
was shipped up the Connecticut River at 
the same time and installed in Center 
Congregational Church in Hartford. 
 
With the building of the present meeting house in 1873, an organ was ordered to be 
built by Steere and Turner of Westfield, Massachusetts.  It was a three manual and 
pedal organ of 38 stops.  It was placed where the current organ is arrayed with the 
console and the small choir area in a loft above the present choir area.  This organ 
was winded by a hydraulic motor.  The stops tended to be an imitation of orchestral 
instruments, as was the vogue, and the dedication program of April 1873 consisted of 
transcriptions for the organ of current symphonic music and contained no music 
composed originally for the organ. 

 
In 1927, that organ was rebuilt with 
some changes of specifications by the 
Hall Organ Company of New Haven. 
Some of the stops were kept as they 
were, others revoiced or replaced.  At 
that time, the small choir balcony was 
removed.  It was found that there was 
not sufficient room behind the pulpit 
area for the console, so it was placed 
on the floor at one side.  This was 
awkward but served until the current 
organ was installed. 
 

It became obvious that there would have to be a major overhaul of the organ in the 
early 1960’s and it was decided to replace the instrument completely.  The Austin 
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Organ Company of Hartford was chosen to build the new instrument to be installed 
in time for the 300th anniversary in November of 1968.  Mr. Richard Piper, tonal 
director at Austin, worked out the specifications in conjunction with Mr. Aubrey 
Thompson-Allen, the church’s consultant.  They endeavored to provide an 
instrument which would be adequate for accompanying the choir and 
congregational singing, and also act as a solo instrument and work with other 
instruments.  The ability to play the range of organ music from the baroque through 
the romantic to the modern period was sought.  Some indication of their success is 
indicated in today’s varied program.  Many thanks to the Thompson-Allen Organ 
Company who has maintained this instrument to the present day.  They will be 
restoring the organ this year for the First Church 350th anniversary, replacing worn 
out leathers and cleaning pipes where needed. 
 
 
Restoration 
 
During the week of May 7th, roughly one third of the stop and key actions were 
removed from our Austin organ.  The actions were releathered and reinstalled the 
week of May 28th.  The rest of the stop and key actions will be removed around 
mid-August.  After they are cleaned and releathered they will be reinstalled around 
mid-October.  It is exciting to see part of the restoration already completed and a joy 
to see the fruits of our Vision Fund. 
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IT’S A BREEZE! 
 
Want to connect with a new person you recently met at church or check on your 
giving status? We’ve got just the tool for you! 
 
Breeze is the official data portal for First Church – a one-stop shop for all member 
information.  It is an important tool to ensure that all members receive church 
communications and to also update all contact and family information. 
 

 
Example of a Breeze profile 

 
You can use it in several ways, such as: 

● find members you need to connect with for your church activities. 
● verify your information so others can easily get in touch with you. 
● remain up to date on your giving activities to make sure you are on track! 

 
Be sure to bookmark Breeze in your browser for an easy return by going to 
https://firstchurchmiddletown.breezechms.com/.  Better yet, download the app! 
 
Signing up is easy!  Just let Kortney Balsamo, office manager, know that you want to 
access Breeze and she will send an invitation to your email with easy steps to follow. 
Once you are logged in, you can then verify and update your information and begin 
to search for friends. Photos are fun and encouraged! That said, if you do not wish for 
others to see your contact information, there are privacy settings to ensure that your 
information remains private. For more information and assistance, reach out to our 
office manager Kortney’s at firstchurchucc@sbcglobal.net. 
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SPECIAL ANNOUNCEMENTS 
 

Meet your new Executive Committee Member-at-Large, Ann Marie! 
 
I moved to Middletown last August after selling my 
home of 31 years in Thornton, NH. I worked for the small 
Town of Campton in NH for 27 years and retired in 
December in 2015. I have a wonderful son who went to 
school In New York and now works for the City of NYC. 
Five years ago he married a wonderful woman and they 
now have given me a beautiful granddaughter, Eliana 
who just turned 3. I moved here to be closer to them 
and only knew one person when I moved here. First 
Church and its members have become my second 
home and my lifeline here in Middletown. I want to 
contribute to the work of this church and get to know 
and serve the needs of its members. 
 

As Member-at-Large, Ann Marie serves as an ambassador between church 
members and the Executive Committee. Feel free to approach her with joys and 
concerns you wish to see addressed by church leadership! 
 
 
 

Bisexual Discussion Group, beginning September 26th 
 
As part of our Open and Affirming 
Ministry and as outreach to our 
community, a Bisexual+ Discussion 
Group will begin monthly meetings at 
First Church. Shari Lucas, our Minister 
of Music, is openly bisexual and will 
lead the group on the fourth 
Wednesday of the month at First 
Church from 6:00  - 7:15 p.m., beginning 
on September 26th.  The group is for all 

genders who consider themselves bisexual, bi-curious, queer, pansexual, fluid, and 
those who are not bisexual but want to know more about bisexuality.  We will be self 
moderated and not offer professional advice.  Shari already runs this group on the 
second Tuesday of the month in New London.  If you have questions, please contact 
Shari at shari.lucas@sbcglobal.net. 
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BENEDICTION 
 

Go out into the world in peace. 
Have courage. 

Hold on to what is good. 
Return no one evil for evil. 

Strengthen the faint hearted, 
Support the weak, 
Help the suffering,  
Honor all persons. 

Love and serve the Lord, 
Rejoicing in the Power  

Of the Holy Spirit. 
 

Amen. 
 

 
 

 
First Church of Christ, Congregational 

United Church of Christ 
190 Court Street, Middletown, CT 

860-346-6657 
firstchurchucc@sbcglobal.net 

 
www.firstchurchmiddletown.org 
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