
 

 
 

 

Summer 2019 
 

The Tree of Life 
Producing Fruits, Healing Nations 

 

 
 

A publication of 
First Church of Christ, Congregational 

United Church of Christ 
190 Court Street, Middletown, CT 

 

 



 

 

 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
MINISTER’S NOTE ……………………………………….………………………………………...…..... 3 
 
SABBATICAL SHARE ……………………………………….……………………………………....... 6 
 
MODERATOR’S NOTE ……………………………………….……………………………………..... 9 
 
YOUTH MINISTER’S NOTE ……………………………………….…………………………….... 11 

 
SCHEDULE OF EVENTS……………………………………….…………………………………..... 12 
 
CHURCH UPDATES ……………….………………………………………………………………….... 15 
 
ANNOUNCEMENTS ……………………………………………………………………………..……… 27 
 
CONGREGANT CONTRIBUTION ……………………...………………………………..….. 29 

 
 

FIRST CHURCH OF CHRIST, CONGREGATIONAL 
190 Court Street, Middletown, CT 

firstchurchucc@sbcglobal.net 
860-346-6657 / www.firstchurchmiddletown.org 

 
Ministers, The Whole Congregation 
Minister, Reverend Julia Burkey 
Music Minister, Shari Lucas 
Minister of Youth & Families, Reverend Mahogany Thomas 
Moderator, Suzanna Barrett 
Vice Moderator, Kari Sullivan 
Treasurer, Andrea Roberts 
Clerk, Vickey Allen 
Member at Large, Dan Stefanski 
Deacon Co-Chairs, Anthony Moran & Bill Foster 
Deacon Rep. for Exec. Committee, Anthony Moran 
Trustees Rep. for Exec. Committee, Trevor Davis 
Office Manager, Kortney Balsamo 

 
Upcoming Executive Committee Meeting Dates:  
Thursday, July 18th + Thursday, August 22nd, 6:30 PM, Memorial Room 

 
Wish to share an announcement? 
Please send it to Kortney Balsamo, our Office Manager, at 
firstchurchucc@sbcglobal.net by Wednesday each week  
so she can include it in the weekly bulletin. 

 

1 

mailto:firstchurchucc@sbcglobal.net


 

FOR YOUR MEDITATION 
 
“On either side of the river is the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, producing its 
fruit each month; and the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations.”  
- Revelations 22:2 
 

 
 
Pacino di Bonaguida, Tree of Life, c. 1310, 
tempera and gold leaf on panel. Galleria 
dell'Accademia, Florence 
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MINISTER’S NOTE 

In A History of First Church of Christ in Middletown, CT, published for the 250th 
anniversary in 1918, The Rev Azel Hazen writes, “Tradition informs us that there were 
assemblies under the giant elm which stood at the north end of Main street, near 
whose hospitable shelter the first meeting house was reared.” Although we worship 
inside currently, it is part of the inheritance of this church to know the hospitable 
shelter of trees. 
 
The tree of life is an archetype: which means it is a universal symbol that many 
separate cultures imagine independently. You might just find the sacredness of 
trees imprinted on your psyche. No wonder, because trees provide essential oxygen 
for us to breathe, they purify the air, they store carbon and beauty to our world. Our 
lives and the lives of trees are literally woven together in an interdependent 
relationship. Seven billion years ago, or on the 3rd day of creation as Genesis puts it, 
trees came into being in collaboration with the Earth’s creative powers and God saw 
and proclaimed the trees, plants and vegetation to be good, twice; perhaps realizing 
God’s own co-creative abilities Earth. The second creation narrative in Genesis with 
Adam & Eve occurs in a garden. Revelation, the last book of the Bible, gives us our 
Christian image of the tree of life. Our bible begins and ends under a tree. 
 
From Alice Walker's The Color Purple, “I think it pisses God off if you walk by the color 
purple in a field somewhere and don’t notice it. People think pleasing God is all God 
cares about. But any fool living in the world can see it always trying to please us 
back. The world is always making little surprises and springing them on us when we 
least expect.” Creation is God’s attempt to call us into a love relationship. The quote 
goes on, “Everything wants to be loved. We sing and dance, make faces and give 
flower bouquets, trying to be loved. You ever notice that trees do everything to get 
attention we do, except walk?” 
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Thinkers like Richard Rohr wonder why we became so obsessed with Genesis 3, with 
Eve eating the apple and making such a strange link to the fallenness of humanity, 
creating a huge problem for generations to come. Why did we not focus on the 
affirmation of the goodness of creation and the goodness of human body, coming 
from Genesis 1? Why this obsession with original sin? Why not original goodness? 
When God proclaimed creation is “good, good, and very good, and holy! When you 
begin with a problem you end with a problem. The Appreciative Inquiry process 
which we are about to engage in this summer and fall, will allow us to begin with the 
affirmation of humanity, of creation and of our very own community. 
 

 
 
A core guiding question for me lately has been, how can our work of bringing more 
justice, more love, more goodness into the world be some of the most joyful and 
pleasurable efforts of our human experience? Often those who work in nonprofits 
and helping professions become so burned out, with good reason. Coming up 
against the oppression of the world can be soul crushing when we feel along in it 
and can not see the end of our labors. How can doing the good work produce good 
feelings for us? 
 
Author Adrienne Maree Brown who wrote Pleasure Activism: The Politics of Feeling 
Good, asks the question, how can we feel good while doing the work of justice? She 
shares a spell to cast upon meeting a stranger, comrade or friend working for social 
and/or environmental justice and liberation. She calls it a radical gratitude spell, or 
what we named it in worship together: a Ratitude! I hope you can truly receive this 
blessing: 
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you are a miracle walking 
i greet you with wonder 
in a world which seeks to own 
your joy and your imagination 
you have chosen to be free, 
every day, as a practice. 
i can never know 
the struggles you went through to get here, 
but i know you have swum upstream 
and at times it has been lonely 
 
i want you to know 
i honor the choices you made in solitude 
and i honor the work you have done to belong 
i honor your commitment to that which is larger 
than yourself 
and your journey 
to love the particular container of life 
that is you 
 
you are enough 
your work is enough 
you are needed 
your work is sacred 
you are here 
and i am grateful 
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SABBATICAL SHARING CORNER 
 
I am still glowing from within because of my Sabbatical 
Part 1 experiences during the month of March and some 
days of Spiritual Retreat after Easter in April. My personal 
travels took me to the beauty of Scandinavia, beginning 
with Copenhagen, Denmark heading to Bergen, Norway, 
then all the way north to Tromso, Norway and the 
Lofoten Islands of Norway for a snowy and gorgeous road 
trip where I saw the Northern Lights and pet reindeer. I 
was fortunate enough to encounter the indigenous 
Scandinavian people of the Sami, who are protected by 
the government as reindeer herders. The encounter with 
the raw beauty of the natural world will remain in my 
soul forever. Here are some photos of the northern lights 
and some of the gorgeous mountains on the Lofoten 
Islands. 
 

At the end of March, I traveled to 
Albuquerque, New Mexico, to 
attend “The Universal Christ 
Conference” led by Richard Rohr 
and the Center for Action and 
Contemplation. One of my favorite 
quotes from this time is, “God loves 
things by becoming them.” From a 
welcome video,“Everything visible 
without exception is the 
outpouring of God, the first cries of 
a newborn, sky scrapers, the 
memory of a kiss, blooming 
flowers after wildfires, a cup of 
coffee, rice and beans, dancing 
barefoot, the gifts of healing 

passed down from my ancestors, the sound of a drum and the hands that strike it.  
 
In all of creation, there is a unifying heartbeat: one word for it is Christ. In includes 
everyone. It excludes no one. Christ is not Jesus’ last name, but a blueprint for all of 
reality. For the big bang and everything after. Christ is where ordinary matter and 
spirit meet. Christ is wherever the divine unites with the human. Jesus broke bread 
and said this is my body, he lifted a cup and said this is my blood. God loves things by 
becoming them. By taking on physicality, flesh, tears, blood. The body of Christ is not 
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somewhere out there; it is in you. It’s in 
me, here and now. Christ in the high 
school student afraid to go back to school, 
Christ in the heart of a woman marching 
for change, Christ in the gay couple 
searching for a church, Christ in the 
immigrant family under waiting a blue 
tarp, in the soldier a long way for home, in 
the one hearing voices diagnosed with 
mental illness, in the Black father 
teaching his son about race.  
 
To be a Christian, to be one with Christ, is 
to see Christ in everything.” I took on 
contemplative practice and read “White 
Fragility: Why It’s So Hard for White 
People to Talk About Race” by Robin 
DiAngelo, to prepare me for this time. I 
am so grateful for those of you who also are reading this book and are meeting for 
book studies to discuss it. An underlying question for me in my life is: what do 
joy/contemplation and justice have to do with each other? Here is a picture of me 
with a cardboard cut out of Fr. Richard Rohr. I believe he is this short! 
 
My spiritual retreat time after Easter brought me to the Isle of Iona in Scotland 
where I spent time with Celtic teacher John Philip Newell and read his book, 
“Listening for the Heartbeat of God: A Celtic Spirituality.” I have been teaching, 
preaching and praying from this tradition consistently in sermons and in devotional 

moments during church meetings so 
that I can share some of the beauty 
and wisdom I absorbed. Much like my 
time in Norway, Scotland’s natural raw 
beauty inspired my soul and 
transformed me just as much as the 
daily teachings and meditations. I was 
fortunate enough to have a clergy 
companion and dear friend with me on 
all of these travels who also had 
sabbatical time. This provided me with 
an Anam Cara, or soul-friend, to share 
these transformative moments during 
my whole sabbatical. 
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I am looking forward to receiving more gifts of the sabbath during Sabbatical Part II 
from September 18th- November 20th. I will miss the wonderful warmth and hum of 
the fall season together this year but am eager to genuinely rest and restore after 
such an abundant 6 years together. Advent and Christmastime will be wonderful to 
share together this year, as well as a fun summer of tree wisdom and planning for 
the fall that are in full flow now. 
 
I continue to pray that each of you have sabbath moments and days and weeks 
where you can receive some of the goodness of creation and some of the blessing 
God has in store for you, when we pause and notice, when we are still and aware. 
 
With love and gratitude, 

Rev Julia 
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MODERATOR’S NOTE 
 

On June 15, First Church walked together with hundreds of people in our community 
to celebrate Middletown’s first Pride Day. The energy on Main Street was joyous and 
powerful, a great beginning to what I feel will be an exciting and passion-filled year.  
 
I am so happy to be part of a church community that embraces each person and 
that both nudges and supports us to confront our own biases, and to go out into the 
world to help confront racial, ethnic, cultural, religious, age, gender, familial, sexual 
orientation, physical, personal and class barriers that often manifest themselves in 
unjust treatment, inequalities, exclusion, environmental degradation, and violence. 
None of us are perfect. Yet we know and experience God’s work of healing and 
restoring as well as the persistent human pain and injustices of the world. This is 
where God has put us, in the thick of life, where we can participate in what God is 
doing by insisting on justice and upholding human dignity for the inclusion of all 
people in the life of the church and society. 
 
The church has many committees to help the church do this good work. Over the 
past few years we have established several ad hoc committees: Truth & 
Reconciliation, LBGTQIA ministries, and Accessible to All (A2A). If you are looking for 
a way to get involved, to get connected, make friends, and do good in the 
world—you can put a note on a pew card and put it in the collection plate, or send us 
an email, or come to coffee hour and we can chat. 
 
In addition to serving as moderator, I am going to be working directly on the 
following projects and committees: 
 

 
 
Appreciative Inquiry 
Over the summer we will be 
initiating our Appreciative Inquiry (AI) 
process with the goal of uncovering 
our passions around Outreach, and 
collectively giving focus to our Vision 
Outreach initiative. Please look for 
more info to come soon, and AI 
gatherings in July and in September. 
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Fellowship 
The Fellowship Committee has been reinstituted 
and is bringing ideas, enthusiasm and 
organization to a variety of events and 
gatherings. See more in the Fellowship note in 
this issue of Tidings. In addition to gatherings, 
Fellowship is supporting coffee hour. Each 
church committee will be responsible for hosting 
coffee hour for one month, with Laura Timmons 
as coordinator. Fellowship is also supporting 
Ushers, with Karl Scheibe as coordinator. We will 
also organize lunches for congregational 
meetings and receptions for funerals as needed. 
 
Religious Education 
Our religious education committee is excited to 
be meeting in June to make plans for the 
coming year. There is energy for Bible study, 
book groups, nursery, Sunday School and youth programs and more. Stay 
tuned! 

 
I look forward to seeing you at church this summer, or at St. Vincents, or the 
fireworks, or at 220 Main Street on August 11 for a potluck and yard games. I am so 
grateful to be walking with you on this journey. 
 
With love, 

Suzanna 
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YOUTH MINISTER’S NOTE 
 

Greetings First Church Families, 
 
Our Youth have been on a remarkable journey! Over the past two years, the Initiates 
and I have grown so much both individually and collectively. Looking back 
specifically on these last few months brings such joy to my Spirit. We have learned 
the importance of sacraments, discerned impactful ways to speak about our faith, 
and we have contributed to the spiritual art happening at First Church.   
 
Our Confirmation Sunday evoked the Spirit of Pentecost as we welcomed our new 
members and celebrated the journey of faith among our youth. Thank you to each 
and everyone who participated—from the art in the bulletin to the musical selection, 
to the reading of our faith statements and liturgies, each of you contributes to the 
life of our church in such beautiful ways. 
 
It has been one of my greatest joys helping to prepare our youth for Confirmation. 
Together we have all come such a long way from our time on the lake nearly two 
years ago. If there is anything, I hope we remember, it is that each and every one of 
us is holy and the journeys we are on are sacred. 
 
Our time together has taught me so much from each of your families. All of our 
relationships with the Divine have expanded as we have learned to honor that which 
is holy in each and every one of our youth. 
 
On behalf of the entire Religious Education Committee and Youth Volunteers, we 
give so many thanks for the work of Maurice Tiner, Phil Russo, Allison Plous, Linda 
Choser, Kari Sullivan, Brian Custer and Suzanna Tamminen for their beautiful 
contributions to Youth Gatherings this year. Special thank you to all the families and 
friends who also gave us financial contributions and donations which sustained our 
Sunday evenings.   
 
As always it is such a joy to serve each and every one of you. Together your youth and 
I have experienced great joy and I am so grateful to be one of their pastors. 
 
With love and gratitude, 

Mahogany 
 

 

11 



 

SUMMER SERVICE SCHEDULE 

 

 
 
Summer Preaching Series: Trees of Life in the Bible and Beyond 
This summer Rev. Julia will explore the interfaith symbolism of the Tree of Life, 
the goodness of creation and the natural world, the weaving together of 
Heaven and Earth and the beautiful raw spirituality we can find while going 
both deeply into our Bible and deeply into the natural world where as told in 
Isaiah 55:12 "the trees of the field clap their hands." Hear about trees what they 
can teach us about community, friendship, justice, God, Jesus, social activism, 
joy, contemplation and beauty. Rev. Julia will preach at South Church on July 
7th, and at First Church on August 11th, 18th, 25th, Sept 1st, Sept 15th as her last 
Sunday before she is away for Sabbatical Part II Sept 18th-Nov 20th. 
 
Summer Office Hours 
Kortney Balsamo’s summer hours start on Monday, June 24th and end on 
August 30th.  During that time she will be available via email from 10am-2pm 
on weekdays as well as by appointment for office hours. She will be away from 
July 18th-July 26th. 
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June 23rd: 9:30am Worship by the River with First Church in Portland and other area 
Ecumenical churches 
 
June 30th: 10am at First Church, 190 Court Street 

Scripture: Exodus 33: 1-23 
Sermon: Church: A Packaged Tour to the Absolute 
Second Hour: Stay after church for a slideshow to see some of the Absolute 
beauty Rev. Julia got to encounter during Sabbatical Part I time. 

 
July 7th: 9:30am South Church, 9 Pleasant Street, Rev. Julia preaches on Tree of Life 
series 

Scripture: Genesis 18:1-8 
Sermon: Trees & Friendship: Abraham & Sarah Under the Oaks of Mamre 

 
July 8th: 6-7pm First Church, 190 Court Street, Appreciative Inquiry Meeting 
 
July 14th: 9:30am South Church, 9 Pleasant Street, Methodist Minister Rev. Barbara 
preaches 
 
July 21st: 9:30am South Church, 9 Pleasant Street, Rev. Winston, South Church 
interim, leads worship 
 
June 21st-25th, UCC General Synod 
Rev. Julia will be attending this year’s 32nd General UCC 
Synod in Milwaukee, WI! The theme for the gathering is 
based on the scripture Matthew 5:16 “In the same way let 
your light shine before others . . .” She is excited to represent 
First Church at this event and bring back new insights to the 
congregation from it. 
 
July 28th: 9:30am South Church, 9 Pleasant Street, Rev. Winston South Church 
interim leads worship 
 
August 4th: 9:30am First Church in Middletown, 190 Court Street, Rev. Winston 
South Church interim leads worship 
 
August 11th: 9:30am First Church in Middletown, 190 Court Street, Rev. Julia 
preaches on Tree of Life series 

Scripture: Luke 19:1-10 with Zacchaeus in a Sycamore Tree 
Sermon: Trees & Play: A Very Serious Tax Collector Climbs a Tree Like a Child to 
See Jesus 
Second Hour: Facilitated Sacred Circle time with Rev. Julia, especially 
designed for those who are seeking to develop sermons for the Fall.  
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August 18th: 9:30am First Church in Middletown, 190 Court Street, Rev. Julia 
preaches on Tree of Life series.  

Scripture: 1 Kings 19.1-8, Luke 24: 1-12 
Sermon: Trees & Healing: Elijah makes it to “Safety” under Broom Tree, from 
Death into Life 
During service: Blessing and sendoff for Gabriela De Golia as she prepares for 
her move to NYC! 
Second Hour: Facilitated Sacred Circle time with Rev. Julia, especially 
designed for those who are seeking to develop sermons for the Fall. 

 
August 25th: 9:30am First Church in Middletown, 190 Court Street, Rev. Julia 
preaches on Tree of Life series 

Scripture:  Micah 4:1-4, Matthew 28:1-10 
Sermon: Love of Trees & Love of Justice: Thoreau & Black Liberation Theology 
Second Hour: Facilitated Sacred Circle time with Rev. Julia, especially 
designed for those who are seeking to develop sermons for the Fall. 

 
September 1st: 10am First Church in Middletown, 190 Court Street, Rev. Julia 
preaches on Tree of Life series 

Scripture: Ezekiel 17:22-24 
Sermon: Trees & Enlightenment: Trees Know More about God that I do 
Second Hour: Facilitated Sacred Circle time with Rev. Julia, especially 
designed for those who are seeking to develop sermons for the Fall.  

 
September 7th: 9am-3pm, First Church in Middletown, 190 Court Street, 
Appreciative Inquiry Conference 
 
September 8th: Rally Sunday and First Church Ministry Fair! 10am First Church in 
Middletown, 190 Court Street, Rev. Kent Siladi, our Connecticut Conference minister, 
joins us for preaching and Second Hour 
 
Sept 15th: Rev. Julia’s last Sunday before Sabbatical Part II Sept 18th-Nov 20th 
 

During the fall season, get ready for a wonderful season of Appreciative 
Inquiry and hearing from one another with a series of congregational led 
sermons. 
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ANNUAL MEETING UPDATE/RECAP 

First Church Holds Annual Meeting and 
Celebrates 2018-2019 
 
The 2018-2019 Annual Meeting was held on a beautiful spring Sunday on May 19, 
2019.  The meeting was opened with prayer by Reverend Julia Burkey and led by 
Moderator, Karl Scheibe.  Both Julia and Karl acknowledged the significance of the 
past year being the 350th Anniversary of First Church with much accomplished 
including a successful Vision Fund Campaign, a joyful and honest celebration of our 
past and the hard work and dedication given to the updating of the bylaws.   
 
 

 
 
A new slate of officers were elected to serve one year including: 
 

● Moderator Suzanna Barrett 
● Assistant Moderator Kari Sullivan 
● Clerk Vickey Allen 
● Treasurer Andrea Roberts 
● Member-at-Large Dan Stefanski 
● Past Moderator, ex officio, Karl Scheibe 
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For 2019-2020, First Church looks forward to another exciting year where we will 
engage in an Appreciative Inquiry process, facilitated by Michael Chadukiewicz; see a 
reformation of the Fellowship Committee; continue our path on Truth & 
Reconciliation; further embracing our LGBTQIA+ and A2A ministries; and rejoice in 
the idea of "sabbatical", both for Pastor Julia and ourselves.  Not to mention all of the 
wonderful opportunities for prayer, fellowship, and joy that we will continue to 
experience together. 
 
All documents resulting from the Annual Meeting are linked below and may also be 
requested by contacting Kortney Balsamo, First Church Office Manager, at 
firstchurchucc@sbcglobal.net. 
 

● Annual Report 2018-19: http://bit.ly/FCC2018-19AnnualReport  
● Slate of Officers and Committees 2019-20: http://bit.ly/FCC2019Slate  
● First Church Bylaws, Adopted May 19, 2019: http://bit.ly/FCC2019Bylaws  

 
The First Church Constitution is also available online at 
http://bit.ly/FCC2019Constitution or by contacting Kortney. 
 
Wishing all a summer full of blessings, love, and enjoyment. 

Kari Sullivan, Assistant Moderator 
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APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY & VISION 
INITIATIVE UPDATE 
 
Hello, I am Michael Chadukiewicz and it brings me great joy and pride to call 
Jennifer and myself members of Middletown First Church of Christ. We came to First 
Church in response to our  son James's request to be baptized and participate in the 
Congregational Community.  James was in fact baptized by his grandfather Ken 
Frazier, a Congregational Minister, and participated in the Youth Group and was an 
Initiate a few years back.  Jennifer and I came to love the Sunday services and the 
people that attend services. We believe strongly in the welcoming culture of FCC 
and the church’s commitment for practicing and spreading social and racial justice. 
 
I am a facilitator and coach. My expertise is in organizational development and 
interpersonal communications.  I am an experienced Project Manager and am 
currently completing my PhD dissertation in Conflict Analysis and Resolution in 
Organizations, Schools, and Healthcare. Jennifer is a Program Manager and currently 
manages the CCAR Emergency Department Recovery Coach program. 
 
I help organizations and individuals manage change and conflict through the 
facilitation and coaching processes of Appreciative Inquiry (AI) and Compassionate 
Communications. AI is a method of implementing change by creating more of the 
positive skills and values of an organization. Compassionate communication is 
replacing ineffective communication habits with a language of empathetic listening 
and honest expression that connects us with those we communicate with. 
 
I love what I do, and I love that what I do and believe in lines up with my spiritual 
community at FCC. My family and I have benefited greatly from our relationship with 
FCC.  We like to say that we "fill up our cup" on Sunday. I fill my cup with the intent 
on sharing what I get with others. That is why I would like to share my passion and 
gift of facilitation with FCC in the coming year through the Appreciative Inquiry 
process.  Jennifer will be co-facilitating with me by supporting me, as she does in all 
our endeavors. She will also be an active participant and be sharing her knowledge 
and experience with Appreciative Inquiry as a member of FCC.  My goal and desire is 
that all the members of FCC will be co-facilitators in this process as we co-create the 
positive future of FCC. 
 
We officially kick off the AI process with a meeting on Monday, July 8th. The 
purpose of the meeting is to identify co-facilitators that are interested in the 
planning and execution of the AI process.  Co-facilitators will be needed to facilitate 
interview training, scheduling, communication, facility preparation, and data 
analysis. Co-facilitators will not be asked to commit to an ongoing process, rather 
they will be asked to be available to complete very specific short term tasks.  I am 
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aware that everyone has a lot going on in their lives and I want to make serving a 
co-facilitator as easy as possible. The more co-facilitators we can identify the less 
burdensome the process becomes.  As the proverb states "burdens shared are 
halved and joys are doubled!" 
 
Throughout the summer I will be facilitating small group discussions on the AI 
process. I would like to meet with standing committees such as deacons, choir, 
outreach, and others, including ad-hoc groups of members that are not involved in 
committees. The purpose of the meetings are two-fold. First, to review the overall AI 
process and secondly, to  learn, demonstrate, and practice AI interview techniques. 
 
On Saturday, September 7th, we will hold an AI Conference to formulate the AI 
questions that will form the basis of the AI Discovery Phase of the project. The AI 
process assumes that once we ask a question we begin the process of changing our 
reality. Therefore the questions we ask are critical to the outcome of the AI process. 
Once again, we will learn, demonstrate, and practice AI interview techniques. At the 
conclusion of the conference. we will begin the Discovery Phase, consisting of 
interviewing each other and members of the community to discover the positive 
core of our community.   
 
I look forward to this exciting journey into the future of FCC! 
 
Blessings, 
 
Michael Chadukiewicz 
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VISION FUND UPDATE 

Pledge campaign: To date, we have received over $644,245 
in pledges from 106 families, plus fund raisers like Sips & 
Slates and the 350th anniversary T shirts. Based on the 
activity and indications on the pledge forms, the expected 
donations will have the following timing:  

 

2018  2019  2020  2021  TOTAL 

$327,329   $129,284   $129,692   $ 53,457   $644,245  

Donations: To date, we have received $354,489 of actual contributions, 55% total 
pledge commitments. Vision Fund statements were sent to 98 donors this January. 
No one has notified the Vision Fund that they cannot make their pledge 
commitment. 39 donors have completed their pledge ($164,701 donated) 55 donors 
have partially paid their pledge ($261,823 remaining) 12 donors have not begun to 
pay their pledge ($28,330 in pledges). 

Cash on hand: The Vision Fund has on hand $85,066 for projects. These funds are 
currently residing in the church Liberty Bank checking account. We have enough 
funds to cover spring projects. I continue to balance to the church general ledger in 
Quickbooks. The treasury group has been helpful with the reconciliation process.  

Projects: Vision Fund Building Committee last met on March 27th. In addition to our 
projects, the committee is also looking into grant funding. We have contracted with 
Tom Sobocinski of CT Grant Writers, LLC to do an analysis of grant potential for our 
accessibility projects. We have met with the Connecticut State Historic preservation 
Office about grant funding. Ann Faust will be working with us to complete grant 
applications through this program. Susannah Barrett is helping with coordination on 
grants. The building committee includes Susanna Barrett, Mary Lou Brady, Trevor 
Davis, Jim and Pam Miller, and Jim Silver.  

Project and expense update: Through May 31, 2019, $269,423 has been spent by the 
Vision Fund. See the below financial summary for more details.  

Completed projects include: The organ refurbishment project (contract cost 
$73,631), the sanctuary renovation is complete. (Cost $60,911), and new pew cushions 
for the main floor of the sanctuary.  

Accessibility projects: Power door openers have been installed for the side entrance 
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at a cost of $6,000. New mics and a "loop" hearing assistance system have been 
installed in the sanctuary (cost $25,000).  

Sound system speaker upgrade: In addition to the hearing assistance system, the 
building committee has recommended that the speakers and mixer be upgraded in 
the sanctuary at a cost of up to $45,000. This project falls outside of the Vision Fund, 
so we proposed executive committee to go forward with these improvements using 
unrestricted endowment funds. Executive Committee's guidance is to wait on this 
expenditure until we find out whether or not our grant applications are successful.  
The three remaining major building projects (Court Street ramp, Exterior painting 
and window covers, and elevator update), may be eligible for grant funding. The 
timing of these projects will be tied to grant funding opportunities.  

Warmly, 

Jim Miller, Vision Fund Treasurer  
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ENDOWMENT UPDATE 
Everything you wanted to know about FCC’s Endowment* 

(*but were afraid to ask) 

Like many families, First Church has savings set aside for the future needs of the 
church. We call this savings account at First Church, the Endowment. Simply stated, 
the Endowment represents gifts (or bequests) from current or past members, for the 
purpose of helping the church now and in the future. 

First Church’s endowment had a balance of $1,456,149 on May 31st, 2019.  The 
Endowment consists of both “restricted” and “unrestricted” balances, summarized 
below: 

5/31/19 Balance  Description 
$978,325  Unrestricted endowment is available for the “good of the 

church” as discerned by the Trustees and the congregation. We 
use 4.5% of the 3 year average balance every year in our budget 
to help cover many of the fixed costs of our 147 year-old building. 
In the past, we have also used the unrestricted endowment to 
cover budget deficits and to pay for major capital purchases. 

$477,824  Restricted endowment was donated by the Bee & Missionary 
Society in 2012 (along with an unrestricted gift of $116,000). The 
term “restricted” means that the church can only use the funds 
as described in the restriction that came with the gift. In this 
case the restriction says we can only spend the “income” on the 
funds. Expenditures can only be used for new capital items (not 
maintenance) for the church building. The original restricted gift 
was $347,717 on March 19, 2012. Capital improvements to the 
church totaling $94,655 have been completed since 2012 from 
the restricted account. Because of the limitations on what we 
can spend from the restricted gift, this account will continue to 
grow steadily over time and will be an invaluable resource for 
investing in our building.  

$1,456,149  Total endowment 
 

Before the gifts from the Bee and Missionary Society in 2012, the endowment had a 
balance of $720,000. The management of the endowment is one of the Trustees key 
duties. They work with an investment advisor, Cliff Straub, and an Endowment 
Subcommittee that includes the church treasurer and others. The endowment 
investment strategy is designed for long term stable returns and diverse 
investments to reduce risk. If you ever want to review the details of the endowment 
investments, ask a Trustee, the church treasurer Andi, or talk to Jim Miller. 
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OUTREACH UPDATE 
Wow, it’s been a busy spring here at First Church! 
 

● In March, we held a special collection for the Gilead road race. With a 
matching grant from Outreach, the congregation was able to sponsor two 
walkers. 

● For the UCC Disaster Ministries, the congregation donated $998 through the 
One Great Hour of Sharing special collection. (That’s amazing!) 

● During Lent, we held a food and toiletries drive for the Amazing Grace Food 
Pantry and St. Vincent de Paul outreach, respectively. We collected 200 
pounds of food and three huge bags of toiletries. 

● We provided 100 meals while serving breakfast at the St. Vincent de Paul soup 
kitchen. 

 
This spring, we tried a new project, creating emergency cleanup buckets for Church 
World Service, the primary relief agency that the UCC Disaster Ministries works with. 
Outreach was able to obtain a $250 grant from the UCC in order to fund putting 
together these buckets. With donations from the congregation, use of the offering 
funds collected through donations placed in the green envelopes, and this grant, we 
were able to create ten buckets! During a second hour, members of the 
congregation helped assemble the buckets, and it was a lot of fun! The Outreach 
Committee is excited to do this project again, with a lot of insights on how to make 
this project even better next time. 
 
Thank you all for your commitment to reaching out beyond our walls to connect 
with the community. 
 
One last thing: To celebrate our joint worship during the summer, South Church and 
First Church will be jointly holding a food drive at Stop and Shop on July 20. Sign-ups 
will be available in July! 
 
In peace, 
Vickey Allen, Linda Choser, Cheryl Fogg, Julie Hurlburt, Jen Ide, Sharon Lundell, and 
Janice Palmer 
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FELLOWSHIP COMMITTEE UPDATE 
Faith, Families, Food, & Fun 
 

The beginning of new seasons is always a refreshing and exciting time!  With the 
beginning of the 2019-20 year, a revival of the First Church Middletown Fellowship 
Committee has begun!  The first meeting was held on Sunday evening, June 2nd, 
with a wonderful time of brainstorming ways to strengthen the community of First 
Church of Middletown.  We love our church, adore our building, but it is the people 
of our congregation that brings life to the church and the building.  
  
This year the Fellowship Committee will be planning events, coordinate coffee hour 
and helping to support the wonderful work of the church ushers.  A calendar of 
monthly events will be shared to church members in a variety of ways.  Some events 
already planned for the summer include: 

● Friday, June 29th, gathering for an outing at Middletown Fireworks 
● Friday, July 19th, a Day at Meigs Point at Hammonasset Beach State Park in 

Madison. 
● Wednesday, July 31st, Concert at Wadsworth Mansion, gather at 5:30 for a get 

together and concert starts at 6:30 p.m. 
● Sunday, August 11th, - a potluck gathering, lawn games and campfire at the 

home of Campbell and Suzanna Barrett in Durham from 4 -8 pm.  
● Sign-up and more details will be shared shortly.  More events are being 

planned including Movie Night at Foss Hill, Yard Goats game, visit to the 
Florence Griswold Museum for the Fairy Houses in the fall. 

  

 
 

23 



 

The Fellowship Committee is open to new members but most importantly new 
ideas!  If you know of an event or activity for a fellowship outing or gathering, please 
contact a member of the Fellowship Committee including: Suzanna Barrett, Cory 
Cullen, Heather Kennedy, Karl Scheibe, or Kari Sullivan. 
  
First Church Middletown Fellowship Facebook Group 
The Fellowship Committee had launched a new online Facebook Group that is 
private and available to members of the First Church community.  This space is 
created for discussions, sharing of ideas, prayers for love, strength and healing and to 
invite fellow members to events and activities. The goal is to strengthen 
communications and the community of fellowship for members of the First Church 
Middletown community.  All members are free to post to the group.  The group is 
called First Church Middletown Fellowship Group and can be found on Facebook. 
Some invitations have been sent out to members but we are not sure that we 
reached everyone.  If you did not receive it and you are a member on Facebook, 
please search for the page and request to join or email Kari Sullivan at 
karibethsullivan@ct.gov. 
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WHITE AWARENESS GROUP UPDATE 
In March of this year, Ann Percival and Susan Nathiel began a series of Book Group 
meetings during Second Hours.  Both were inspired by the 350th year celebration 
and the emphasis on a true history of the church here in Middletown.  And both 
wanted to find a place to share and discuss writings on racial justice. 

The first book has been White Fragility: 
Why It's So Hard for White People to 
Talk About Racism by Robin D'Angelo. 
D'Angelo is a white woman who's been 
leading workshops and diversity 
trainings around the country for over 
twenty years, and in the books she 
shares her experiences of white people 
beginning to address their own 
difficulties in talking about race. 

The reading group has fluctuated in 
size (between 8 and 16) and has met 
every two or three weeks since March. 
At each meeting, participants share in 
small groups, then in the larger group, 
and tackle some of the thorny issues 
raised in the book. 

The members of the group have 
agreed that they want to continue 
throughout the year, with other books 
or possibly movies, podcasts, videos, 
etc., focused on issues of whiteness, 
systemic racism, unconscious bias, 
white fragility, and more. 

 

For more information, contact either Ann Percival or Susan Nathiel. 

Ann: atpercival@aol.com 

Susan: Suzenn@aol.com  
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M I D D L E T O W N  P R I D E P H O TO S 
On Saturday, June 15, First Church partook in Middletown’s first LGBTQIA+ Pride 
celebration! See below for photo memories of that event: 
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ANNOUNCEMENTS 
Ushers 
First to arrive for Sunday worship and last to leave, ushers do a vital part of church 
ministry. Ushers represent the church in a very visible way, and their work sets the 
tone for the worship service. By assisting in the smooth operation of the service, they 
help those in attendance to have a positive experience. Ushers, just like deacons, or 
trustees or Sunday School teachers, bring their own blend of gifts, passions and 
abilities to their role. Ushers are caring, attentive, and responsive. Ushering is a 
marvelous way to actively participate in the church, to grow and to serve. Our usher 
coordinator is the past moderator, Karl Scheibe. If you would like to be included in 
usher training, please email Karl at kscheibe@wesleyan.edu.  
 
 
 
Sundays Available for Memorial or Dedication Flowers 
We have one Sunday open in June for 
dedication or memorial flowers – June 30. We 
have three Sundays open in August – the 11th, 
18th, and 25th.  Please contact Chuck Bates at 
c.p.bates@gmail.com, 860-344-1832, or at 
church on Sundays to reserve a date. We ask 
for a donation of $50 to cover costs, but please 
don’t let the cost be an issue to requesting 
flower dedications or memorials. Scholarships 
are available. 
 
 

 
Summer Coffee Hour Schedule 
Coordinator: Laura Timmons 
July – 9:30 am Worship followed by coffee hour, hosted at 
South Church 
August – 9:30 am Worship followed by coffee hour hosted 
by the Religious Education Committee 
September – 10 am Worship followed by coffee hour 
hosted by the Fellowship Committee 
Instructions for coffee hour set up/clean up, as well as 
general kitchen use, are posted in the kitchen above the 
freezer. Thank you everyone! 
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Be a Part of our Summer Choir! 
All are invited to sing with our 
Summer Choir during July and 
August.  We will meet at 9:00 
a.m. (service begins at 9:30 
a.m.) to learn an easy anthem 
to sing during the service.  July 
services will be held at South 
Church and the choir will be 
under the direction of their 
Minister of Music Clifford 
Wood.  August services will be 
at First Church and the choir 
will be under the direction of 
Minister of Music Shari Lucas.  
 

 
 
LGBTQIA+ Potluck Social: Second Wednesday of every month from 5:30–7:30 PM 
Bring a food item to share and meet new people! Sponsored by the LGBTQIA+ 
Ministries Team. 
 
Bi+ Discussion Group: Fourth Wednesday of every month at 6 PM 
A Bisexual+ Discussion Group is held every fourth 
Wednesday of the month at 6:00 p.m. at First Church. 
All are welcome who identify as bisexual, pansexual, 
queer, fluid, or anyone who is not in the LGBTQ 
community and wishes to learn more.  This is for 
people ages 18 and up and is led by our Minister of 
Music, Shari Lucas, who is openly bisexual. So often 
bisexuality is misunderstood and not discussed, even 
within the LGBTQ community.  All discussions remain confidential. 
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CONGREGANT CONTRIBUTION: 
Gabriela De Golia 

Gabriela De Golia, a member of First Church, recently began the Member in 
Discernment process (meaning she is pursuing ordained ministry within the 
UCC; First Church plans to support her throughout this process). She offers 
reflections on her time with First Church thus far before she moves to New 
York City to attend Union Theological Seminary, where she will begin her 
studies on August 23rd. 

Mark your calendar! The church will hold a blessing and sendoff for 
Gabriela on Sunday, August 18th as she prepares for her move to NYC. 

I first came to First Church on Sunday, November 13, 2016. It was the Sunday after 
President Trump was elected and, like many, I was seeking spiritual guidance in a 
time of external chaos. For months prior I had been toying with the idea of 
connecting with my Christian heritage; I asked myself, “if not now, then when will be 
the right time to encounter God and Christ?” I had heard about First Church and its 
focus on social justice, which greatly appealed to me as an activist. So I took a leap of 
faith: I got up that morning and walked through the church doors into my very first 
church service. My life has never been 
the same since. 

During that first service, I could 
immediately tell First Church was a 
space filled with love even at a 
tumultuous time such as that. Upon 
hearing the Rev. Julia preach, I nearly 
cried, for it was the first time I’d seen a 
young, queer, progressive woman like 
myself in spiritual leadership. At that 
moment a small but firm voice inside 
me said, “I am meant to serve the world 
like she is.” This intuitive statement 
caught me by surprise, for at the time, I 
didn’t embrace the identity of Christian. 
Yet the call was clear. Since then, I have 
continued to lean into this invitation to 
serve God and others through Christian 
ministry. 
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First Church has gifted me many opportunities to deepen my relationship to God 
and came to greater clarity about my calling to pursue ordained ministry. I was 
quickly welcomed into the Celebration Singers choir and adored praising God and 
Christ through sound. I also became a deacon and developed a better 
understanding of the nuts and bolts of worship through this role. I then joined the 
Truth & Reconciliation Committee to practice fusing spiritual practices with social 
justice frameworks. I also became the editor of TIDINGS, a member of the Executive 
Committee, and helped manage the Vision Fund campaign, all of which allowed me 
to develop deeper bonds with many church members. I have offered sermons and 
testimonials to the community on numerous occasions, which helped me hone my 
pastoral skills. And last, but certainly not least, Rev. Julia baptized me into the 
Christian faith while surrounded by FCC community members last September. Every 
single one of these opportunities has meant so much to me as I walk my path 
towards a deeper relationship with God and Christ. 

As of Thursday, June 20th, I officially met with the Middlesex Association of the UCC 
to start the Member in Discernment process. This means I am now formally pursuing 
ordained ministry within the UCC. For the next few years, I plan to be in the care of 
First Church as I complete ministerial studies at Union Theological Seminary in New 

York City. I feel so honored and lucky to continue 
being supported by First Church in this way. 

First Church midwived my evolution into a fuller, 
happier, better version of myself. This community 
has stood alongside me during the many joys and 
trials I have navigated these last couple of years, 
including a depressive episode, my reconnection 
with estranged family members, coming out as 
queer, and many things in between. My life has 
been radically changed for the better because of 
First Church. For that, I offer every single member 
of this congregation my sincerest thanks. 

I so look forward to continuing my journey towards 
spiritual growth with you by my side in the months 
and years to come. Many thanks and blessings to 
each of you. 

With love and gratitude, 

Gabriela De Golia 
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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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