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Pastor’s Letter 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Once again, a new FAITH-year is upon us with the coming of Advent. See,  

NEW HAPPENS!  
 

Even old things become new. Me, for example. Coming back to long-unpracticed  

routines is new for me.  The newness will be brief, since I am an Interim pastor. But  

being interim is also freeing. I mean, what can you do to me? (Don’t answer that!)  

I have a basket of hopes for our days working together. Will you join me in realizing 

them? 
 

First hope: We take discipleship seriously. We seek answers and direction from the 

Gospel, from Christ Jesus, and from scripture and prayer. That takes the burden off us 

to find answers! 
 

Second hope: We fight fear WITH HOPE We have as G. K. Chesterton wrote, 

“hearts hardened with hope”. Our hearts do flag and fail at times. HOPE in God 

strengthens us to carry on.  
 

Third hope: That we will STEP IT UP! Specifically . . .  
 

 Make worship attendance a WEEKLY HABIT.  
 

 Join the after-worship Bible Study during the Hour of Grace and join a teaching 

team to teach Bible Stories to our kids.  
 

 Look at your giving level and move toward tithing and proportional giving in your 

offerings. Give even when you have to miss and catch up if you fall behind. 
 

 Carry out assignments and tasks with diligence. We depend on each other! 
 

 Celebrate more! Laugh more, share more, invest more of yourself in this place. 

Don’t hold back. Don’t isolate. Don’t withdraw. Expect MORE here and find it! 
 

In this Advent season now upon us, please join Linda and me in welcoming the NEW 

things God wants to do in us together here at Coraopolis UMC. It’s going to be a 

great new year! 

 

With Love, 

 

Pastor Dean 
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Happy New Year 
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Worship Schedule 

10:00 am — Worship Service 

11:15 am — Hour of Grace Sunday School for Families 

Advent & Christmas Eve Schedule of Events 

December 1 10:00am Cookie Walk — Coraopolis VFW 

December 2 10:00am 

11:15am 

First Sunday of Advent — Unsettled: What’s the World Coming To? 

Hour of Grace with Dr. Keith Wharton 

     What Supplements Should I Take? 

December 5 5:00—6:30pm Wednesday Night Dinner 

December 9 10:00am Second Sunday of Advent — Wild: Meeting God in the Wilderness 

December 11 7:00pm Coraopolis UMC Charge Conference 

December 16 10:00am Third Sunday of Advent — Together: Christmas Calls Us Home 

Cantata Sunday — Together for Christmas by Pepper Choplin 

December 23 10:00am 

11:15am 

Fourth Sunday of Advent — Lowly: God, Most Low 

Christmas Brunch hosted by Pastor Dean and Staff 

December 24  

4:00pm 

7:00pm 

11:00pm 

Visited: The WORD became flesh, and moved into the neighborhood 

Christmas Eve Family Focused Service 

Christmas Eve  Traditional Family Service with candle lighting 

Christmas Eve Lay Led, Story Centered Service with candle lighting 

December 31 10:00am Worship Service 

January 2 5:00—6:30pm Wednesday Night Dinner 
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Advent Adjectives — Rev. Dean Ziegler 

An adjective is a modifier, as we all learned in school once-upon-a-time. How wonderful if we could choose 

just the right adjectives to describe our own lives! Let’s see… how about “Healthy, wealthy and wise” for 

starters? Consider the possibilities: Successful, handsome, strong, beautiful, smart, respected… But, no deal. 

What we get is life that is modified for us by conditions and circumstances we can’t control. Check the list 

below for life-impacting “Advent Adjectives” we will consider in the coming weeks. 
 

December 2  Unsettled: What’s This World Coming To?  Luke 21:25-36 

December 9  Wild: Meeting God in the Wilderness  Luke 3:1-6 

December 16  Together: Christmas Calls Us Home   Christmas Cantata   

December 23  Lowly: God, Most Low    Luke 1:39-55 

December 24  Visited: The WORD became flesh, and moved into the neighborhood 
 

UNSETTLED!  To say that our world is unsettled in an understatement. Not that this is new. Human history 

has been marked by chaotic events from the beginning of time. Still, today’s unsettledness always FEELS  

radical and threatening. Our first Advent Sunday theme: how to live when once solid things shake loose.  

Advent 1 Message: What’s This World Coming To? 
 

WILD!  Not much about the Christian story is tame, soft, mild or safe. Our journeying involves wilderness, 

voices heard in unexpected places, preparedness missed or achieved. How good to know that God meets us 

and works for good in the wilds of life, not just in our comfort zones. Advent 2 Message: Meeting God in 

the Wilderness 
 

TOGETHER!  In a season that can be marked by the highest highs and the lowest lows, it is vital to  

remember that we do not walk alone. This year, Pepper Choplin’s Cantata, Together for Christmas, will  

minister to all in what is inevitably an emotional and often stressful time of the year. Advent 3 Message: 

Where Two or Three are Gathered… There is Christmas 
 

LOW!  Someone remarked that the reason people don’t find God ISN’T because they do not look high 

enough, but because they do not look low enough. Is the signature sign of God’s presence in the world  

more easily seen in a barn than in a palace, in obscurity than under Broadway lights? Advent 4 Message:  

God, Most Low 
 

VISITED!  In Christmas Eve services at 4 pm, 7 pm and 11 pm, we celebrate the 

simple fact that “The WORD became flesh and moved into the neighborhood.” 

As in past years, our casual 4 pm service is geared toward families with children. 

The 7pm service is traditional with carols, choirs, comfort and joy. The 11pm  

service is serene, quiet, lyrical and haunting. Candle lighting, with the singing of 

Silent Night, will end EACH service. And of course, we will tell THE STORY! 
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Cookie Walk 

Our church is planning its annual community event, and we would like to  

invite each and every one of you to attend. On Saturday December 1st  

from 10am to 1pm, we will hold a cookie walk at the Coraopolis VFW. 
 

What is a cookie walk, you ask?  It is an event where lots of homemade 
cookies are displayed for your purchase and enjoyment. We provide you with 

a takeout box and a glove, and you walk around the cookie table and select 

the cookies you love. Once you have chosen your cookies, you simply take 

them to our friendly cashiers for a cost of $8 a dozen, or if you wish, you can  

purchase a variety platter of 5 dozen cookies for only $35.     
 

We also have planned an enjoyable program for everyone. We will have tables for kid’s activities and games, 

plus entertainment provided by the Lisa Rae Music Studios, Boy Scout & Cub Scout Troop 358, the Robert E. 

Harper Men’s Chorus, and the Mary Kay Kennedy Chorale. Also the Cornell Band will provide music outside 

of the VFW during this event. Santa will even stop by after his ride through town on a firetruck for a visit to 

see the children from noon until 1pm! The program events are free for the kids and all folks to enjoy.  
 

This is a fundraiser for our church, and the proceeds will go towards the cost of a monitor for the choir so 

that they can view the visual screen displays during our services. So we are asking for your help to make it a 

success. You can help in these ways: 
 

 We will need about 30 cookie bakers…each one baking 10 dozen homemade Christmas cookies of one 

type. We would need these cookies brought to the church on Friday Nov 30th. Please pick up a recipe 

card at the sign up list to complete and include with your cookies. 
 

 We also need volunteers for the kid’s activity tables…..an activity related to Christmas that would be fun 

for the kids.  
 

 We would like to see you there! Come and buy the delicious cookies….bring your families to enjoy the 

music, and kid’s activities, and see Santa. 

 

If you can help us with cookies or activities, please add your name to the sign up  

lists at the back of the church. If you have any questions, please contact  

Carol Terry, Anna Clark, or Nancy McBain. Thank You!! 
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Music Department — Bryan Sable 

It’s the most wonderful time of the year!    

Advent is upon us, and at this glorious time of 

year when we wait with wonder, our music  

department shines brighter than any ornament. 
 

Throughout the fall, the chancel choir has  

delivered a brand new anthem each week, save 

for “Christ The King Sunday!”  We provided 

special music for the Blessing of the Badges  

Service, and we served as the “anchor” for the 

Community Thanksgiving Service, hosted by the 

West Hills Ministerium.  We’ve also been  

very busy prepping our Advent Cantata 

“Together For Christmas” by Pepper Choplin.  

We will present this cantata in worship on  
Sunday, December 16, and we present it at the  

Felician Sister’s Convent on Saturday, December 15th at 2 PM.  If you’ve never heard our choir in this  

amazing space, mark your calendars now and join us! 
 

We currently have 2 open spots in the bell choir.  No prior experience is necessary, although, it does help 

if you can read musical notation- especially rhythms!  We rehearse Wednesday evenings from 6:30-7:30, pri-

or to chancel choir rehearsal.  Please, consider joining us!  
 

Mary Kay Kennedy Chorale, Robert E. Harper Men’s Chorus, and the Chancel Choir will once 

again be providing musical entertainment at the Cookie Walk on Dec. 1st.  The R.E.H. Chorus will also be 

presenting a program at Robin Hill at 11 am that morning, as well as singing at Coraopolis Light-Up Night 

that evening.  Join us at 6 PM on Dec. 1 at the gazebo downtown, across from the old Municipal Building.   
 

Finally, please join us on Dec. 7th at 7 PM for a “Four Hands Holiday Concert,” featuring myself and 

Agoston Ferenc-Solczi.  Agoston, or “Gus,” is music director at St. Paul’s Lutheran, Sewickley.  This light 

evening of music will be sure to set you in the Holiday Spirit and will allow for a few moments of quiet 

amidst all the Holiday Rush!  A cookie and cake reception will follow the concert. 

 
 

May the Season of Advent bring you hope, peace, joy and love  

as we await the birth of our Savior, Jesus Christ.  
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PUTTING YOURSELF IN UNFAMILIAR SPACES — Gregg Taylor 

One day I got a call from a young man I had gotten to know a few years ago while he was incarcerated. “Yo, 

Gregg. You told me to call when I got out. Well . . . I’m out!” We agreed that I would pick him up the next 

day for lunch, get him some clothes, and catch up on how his life had changed since he got locked up. 
 

Darian grew up in a redlined, marginalized neighborhood known for extreme poverty, gang violence, and 
crime. He never knew a bigger world existed—a world of safety, opportunity, and enough to eat. He was ten 

years old when he saw his first murder. A day later, he started carrying his own gun, handed to him by a gang 

member who told him that no matter what, he should use it to protect himself and his homies. Kill or be 

killed. Did I mention he was ten? 
 

When he was fourteen, Darian and his homie were running from the cops after robbing a liquor store. After 

his friend was nabbed, Darian fired at the police officers. In his mind, he was just doing what he had been 

taught. He was arrested and sentenced to adult time. 
 

For much of his time in lock-up, he did what he had always done—fight to survive—until he decided that 

wasn’t working for him anymore. I asked him how he came to the decision to do something different with his 

life. “After being in the hole for two weeks for fighting to protect my homies, my eleven-year-old niece came 
to visit me,” Darian remembered. “When we were talking through the glass, she asked me, ‘Why are you in 

a cage?’ Something about seeing her face and her asking me that woke me up... And...I needed to change.” 
 

Peter-Hans Kolvenbach once said that “when the heart is touched by direct experience, the mind is chal-

lenged to change.” I suppose something like that was happening to Darian. And I guess that more than any-

thing, it’s direct experiences with people on the margins, like Darian, that have taught me about preaching 

from the margins. I’ve come to believe that preaching is primarily a relational endeavor. Shaped by the biblical 

narrative of the God who speaks into human history and awakened to incarnational encounter with God in 

the other, the content of preaching is created by the chemistry of mutuality. The word of God is spoken and 

heard, spreads and flourishes, and, yes, is resisted and nullified within the context of the relationships that 

constitute our lives. Preaching is a communal happening. It cannot occur in isolation. Whether two or three 

or two or three thousand gather, the act of preaching is much more than the words coming out of our 

mouths; it’s connecting to the Spirit of God who meets us in the mutual experience of our shared humanity. 
 

With that in mind, I’d like us to think beyond homiletical structures and communication styles to consider 

the necessary relational conditions for preaching from the margins. Perhaps the right place to start is to  

understand what we mean by “the margins” and to identify “the marginalized.” 
 

First, according to Merriam-Webster, to marginalize means “to relegate to an unimportant or powerless  

position within a society or group.” Drilling down a little deeper, the counseling center at Syracuse Universi-

ty defines marginalization as “the process of pushing a particular group or groups of people to the edge of  

Continued on page 7 
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PUTTING YOURSELF IN UNFAMILIAR SPACES — Gregg Taylor 

Continued from page 6 
 

society by not allowing them an active voice, identity, or place in it. Through both direct and indirect pro-

cesses, marginalized groups may be relegated to a secondary position in society.” Social exclusion, denial of 

rights, and limited economic resources—not to mention implicit negative bias, stereotyping, and group  
shaming—are part of the othering equation. 
 

Second, what direct and indirect social, economic, political, or religious processes are part of the marginaliz-

ing calculus? And who is responsible? When people are pushed out, someone or something is doing the 

pushing. From a societal standpoint, it has always been the prerogative of the powerful to draw the lines that 

mark who’s in and who’s out. To be marginalized is to be disenfranchised, deprived, and rendered powerless 

by the enfranchised, the privileged, the powerful, and the structures and systems they protect. By definition, 

folks on the margins are the most vulnerable among us. They are dislocated from equality and equity. They 

are often dehumanized and demonized by the larger culture. 

 

It is within such a context of exclusion, trauma, and pain that we find Jesus preaching... Jesus was moved by 

compassion to preach, teach, and heal among the harassed, helpless, and harangued. He showed up in places 

regarded by many as God-forsaken and spoke of an alternative reality called the kingdom of God, telling peo-

ple that they were not pushed to the margins of this kingdom but were smack dab in the middle of it. He 

spoke about God’s way of being in the world that erased lines of marginalization... 
 

Further, Jesus called his disciples to take a good look at themselves, to take inventory of their own biases 

that led to their exclusionary behavior, to open their eyes to see these otherized ones with the same com-

passion that God sees them. “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few,” Jesus said to them, 

“therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest” (Matt 9:37 NRSV). By that I 

don’t think Jesus was suggesting that the disciples’ responsibility was to take God to the marginalized but for 

the disciples to receive the presence of God by standing with them. These beleaguered and powerless ones 

are not God-forsaken; they are God’s blessed. The kingdom of God is theirs. The God of grace fills the space 

they occupy. So go. Get in that space. Be with them.  
 

So, especially for preachers who have never been marginalized—and here I’m thinking of middle-class, white 

males like me—we cannot escape the absolute necessity of putting ourselves into the unfamiliar spaces of the 

marginalized. Preachers of the gospel must move beyond a conceptual understanding of the margins to 

knowing marginalized people by name. Pain has a name. Grace has a face. When we put ourselves into unfa-

miliar spaces to build genuine relationships with the most vulnerable, locate ourselves in the zip codes of the 

least of these, begin to hear what they hear, smell what they smell, and see what they see, we will find our  

lives changed and, consequently, our preaching shaped by the stories they tell. 
Continued on page 8 
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PUTTING YOURSELF IN UNFAMILIAR SPACES — Gregg Taylor 

Continued from page 7 
 

“It is not the religious act that makes the Christian,” wrote Bonhoeffer, “but participation in the sufferings of 

God in the secular life.” Long before opening our mouths to preach from the margins, we must be willing to 

build relationships on the margins. Be there. Stand there. Listen there. Learn there. Feel the hurt there. 
Avoid the temptation to fix or save there. Encounter Jesus who shows up there. Until and unless we learn to 

recognize that Jesus meets us in the skin of the otherized lives of women, men, and children there, our at-

tempts to preach there will sound like noisy gongs and clanging cymbals. 

Gregg Taylor is the community architect and pastor for Houston reVision, an organization that 

leverages the power of community to connect gang-effected youth and kids on the edge with adult 

mentors, positive peer experiences and life-changing resources in order to help them revise the 

stories of their lives toward a hope-filled future. Gregg also hosts the reClaimed podcast and is the 

author of the upcoming book, "Here, Now, With You: Six Movements of Compassion for Life and 

Leadership" (Abingdon Press). 

Letter from Tracy Cox 

Dear Friends, 
 

What a long over due “thank you” this is… THANK YOU!   
 

Thank you for the 4 1/2 years I was privileged to be your pastor.  Thank you for your 

generous gift to send me and my family into tomorrow.  Thank you for your words of 

encouragement as I transition to First UMC Pittsburgh. 
 

I miss seeing you all — and hearing how God has moved in your lives.  I miss the amazing way the 

stained glass windows tell our story.  I miss the choir, the music, worshipping with you, breaking 

bread with you… I guess I just miss you all! 
 

I hold Coraopolis UMC in my prayers and always will.   
 

Thank you for all you have done.  I anticipate with great joy what God’s best is for Coraopolis UMC. 
 

Peace, 
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Open Letter to CUMC — Keith Wharton, M.D. 

Too often we take the first responders for granted.  We fail to realize that they wok 24 hours a day, 

seven days a week, 52 weeks a year.  On October 24, 2018, Coraopolis UMC officially recognized  

their service. 

 

The committee that put this program together is to be commended.  It’s importance and timeliness are 

only magnified by the events of the synagogue massacre that occurred two and a half days later.  Police 

officers ran towards the shooting, they pursued the gunman, chasing him back and containing him in the 

synagogue.  He was later taken into custody after wounding two police officers and two SWAT  

members.  I feel like I’ve been hit with a huge reality check. 

 

The Blessing of the Badges ceremony was superb.  I know that the first responders truly appreciated 

the ceremony and hospitality that we provided for them.  This was evident because they remained in 

the social hall for more than an hour after the service!  Their actions speak louder than words.  Had  

the service not been so moving, and had the hospitality not been so outstanding, I’m sure that many 

would have hurried home to their families on a cold Fall night. 
 

I continue to pray for the members of the Jewish faith in Pittsburgh during this time of suffering, and  

for our first responders. 

 

 



10 

Quotes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scrip Program 

Scrip Order Sundays — Benefits CUMC 

Order forms available on the table in the Great Room 

Give forms to Bonnie Swenson on Scrip Order Sundays 

Receive your cards the next week  
 

Upcoming Order Sundays 

December 2 & 16, January 6 & 20 

Scrip allows you to use another way to pay for everyday purchases using gift cards in  

place of cash, checks and credit cards.  You purchase gift cards  for your favorite retailers, including grocery 

& department stores, gas stations, restaurants, hotels, home improvement, etc. and the church receives a 

rebate.  Just by using scrip to pay for your normal weekly purchases, you make a contribution to CUMC. 
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Trustees Report — Dennis Terry 

Here we are, at almost the end of the year, at least as far as Trustees 

projects are concerned. It’s felt to me that we’ve been working since 

January on one thing or another. Back in February, I reported that we 

were planning to remodel the kitchen in the parsonage. I’m happy to 

report that that project has been completed, and we’re really happy 

with how it turned out. In addition to new kitchen cabinets and  

countertops, we replaced the dishwasher, which had passed its useful 

life, installed a ceiling fan in the kitchen, put in additional ceiling lights 

in the kitchen, did some re-wiring of kitchen lighting, tore out and 

replaced the kitchen floor, removed the old vanity from the powder 

room off the kitchen and installed a new pedestal sink, and replaced 

the kitchen door and storm door. We also repainted the kitchen, the 

powder room, the breakfast room, and the pantry area. After all that 

work was done, we had a clean-up day in October, where we cleaned 

the interior from basement to the third floor, including washing the drapes, and cleaning the windows, with a 
lot of help from volunteers from the congregation. In case you’re wondering, the Trustees spent a little over 

$18,200 on this effort, which also included painting the window frames on the south side of the house,  

painting the entry area between the garage and the kitchen door, painting the garage main-door, and staining 

the deck floor. We still have a little exterior painting to do, under the soffit at the south-east corner of the 

house, but it’s too late in the painting season to do that this year. 
 

In addition to the parsonage work, we also installed a new sidewalk leading from the parking lot to the  

handicapped access ramp, installed lighting along the new sidewalk, and modified the hand rail at the top of 

the ramp to allow more maneuvering room. We had a number of missing pieces of slate replaced on the 

church roof, and had the box gutters repaired and had 25 damaged pieces of tile replaced on the parsonage 

roof. These two projects cost over $7,500. 
 

If you don’t get into the church kitchen often, you may not know that we had new flooring installed in the 

kitchen and the auxiliary boiler room. Most of the cost of this project was covered by West Hills Meals On 

Wheels, plus a donation from a member of our congregation, so that the cost to the church for this 

$11,450+ floor came to only $2,500. 
 

 
Continued on page 8 
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Trustees Report — Dennis Terry 

Continued from Page 7 
 

Other unanticipated expenses this year were $2,420 for organ maintenance, $921 for air conditioner repair, 

$712 for repair of the speakers in the sanctuary, and $190 to move a baby grand piano from sanctuary level 

to basement level. We spent a lot on lawn mowing, snow removal and boiler maintenance, but those weren’t  

really surprises and are just what I would refer to as part of the “cost of doing business”. 
 

Other projects that we expect to start this year include the installation of a monitor at the front of the  

balcony in the sanctuary, so that the choir can see the videos, announcements, and responses that the  

congregation sees projected on the front wall during Sunday morning services, and the purchase and  

installation of a security system, including video monitoring of the parking lot doors and the parlor entry 

doors, and remote electronic unlocking of those doors from several locations in the church. This last project 

has taken on an increased sense of urgency in light of the tragedy in Squirrel Hill. We’re trying to confirm 

pricing information for this security system, but it looks like it will cost somewhere in the thousands to  

retrofit into our old, but beautiful building. Again, contributions would be greatly appreciated.  
 

If you have questions or comments, talk to me or any of the Trustees. 

Poinsettias 

Each year, we offer poinsettia plants to be purchased “in Memory of “ or “in Honor of” someone we love in 

order to make our sanctuary more beautiful for Christmas.  Plants come in red, pink, white and marble. 
 

Please complete the order forms (on the back table in the Great Room), return them to the church office 

or in the offering plate or you can call the church office and place your order with Pat & then mail a check. 
 

Orders are due by Monday, December 3.  

Make checks payable to Coraopolis UMC. 

6 1/2”  —  1 stem $     8.00 

7”         — 2 stems $   13.00 

8 1/2 “ —  3 stems $   18.00 

10”       — 5 stems $   32.00 
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BORDER CROSSING: WORSHIP AT TORNILLO DETENTION CENTER 

On two Sundays this summer, I was privileged to be invited to help lead 

worship for the Central American immigrant youth held at the Tornillo 

detention center, east of El Paso. Now, 3 months later, this tent city  

originally built to hold several hundred persons has been approved for 

expansion to hold 3,800. Children aged 12 to 17 have been transported 

in and out by night, and some have languished there for months. Many 

have had to wait for fingerprinting and background checks, due to a 

shortage of federal workers to process the cases… A budget proposal 

was sent to the federal government, showing that the cost of holding 

these kids is way more expensive than hiring more staff to process fingerprints. 
 

In my opinion, the buildup of detainees contributes to a narrative of a horde of scary, brown-skinned adoles-

cents here to hurt citizens of this country. And no matter how good the treatment might be at a facility, 

there is no good way for children, even older ones, to live in detention, separated from loved ones for any 

length of time, with an uncertain future ahead.  These were the kids we were to lead in worship. 
 

On the last Sunday of July, at least 300 boys gathered in a very large tent for the first service. They were tall 

and short and many different colors. I have known many teenagers like these, and at first glance they project-

ed an air of toughness. We can only imagine what situations they’ve needed to stay tough against. But when 

they come to you, and you look into their eyes, there is a tentative vulnerability, a receptivity, even some-

times smiles of joy in making a connection. 
 

There was a team of ten of us—from Dallas, El Paso, and San Antonio. We introduced ourselves by name 

and city only, and each member of the team was greeted with a huge cheer and thunderous applause. The 

boys were glad to be in worship! Our musicians led them in praise songs, and just like in church, you could 

hear when we hit patches that the kids knew well—their voices swelled to the top of the tent… 
 

We read Psalm 139, and I shared a short message about other young people who had made dangerous jour-

neys—Joseph, Hagar, Baby Jesus—all whom God had accompanied, and all whom God finally used to bless 

others. In between we repeated verse 5 of the psalm: “Tu protección me envuelve por completo; me cubres 

con la palma de tu mano.” (Your protection envelops me completely; you cover me with the palm of your 

hand.)... 
 

We shared a time of prayer, and cards and pencils were passed out for the youth to write their prayer con-

cerns, without sharing their names. Nearly all were prayers for the safety and health of family and home, for 

their pending cases to be successful, and for quick release from the facility.  
 

Continued on page 11 
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BORDER CROSSING: WORSHIP AT TORNILLO DETENTION CENTER 

Continued from Page 10 
 

The other worship component was the sharing of bread. We used no liturgy to make this “legitimate Holy 

Communion,” mostly out of respect for the varying traditions these youth surely represented.... I told them 

the bread is a symbol of Christ’s presence with us in every moment, a symbol of the gift of his life to us, a 
symbol that he will never leave us. But as some of us walked from table to table, sharing the bread with 

those who raised their hands, saying, “this means Jesus loves you,” I realized that most of the boys were in-

deed taking it as communion, holding out cupped hands to receive, crossing themselves. Often all it took was 

for one brave soul to stick his hand in the air to get ten others to follow. So I started saying, “el cuerpo de 

Cristo, dado para que tengas vida abundante.” Whether we meant it to be communion or not, they thought 

it was, so I stopped pretending it wasn’t. 
 

The girls’ service that followed was different, mostly because there were only about thirty of them. They 

were shy and looked very young. The girls were shy, but once we started singing, they let loose. We sang 

“Abre mis ojos, O Cristo” (Open the Eyes of My Heart, Lord), and on the third line, “I want to see you,” 

their voices blew the back wall off the tent—“YO QUIERO VERTE…” Then we sang “Sumérgeme,” and 

there were many closed eyes and tears as they sang from a place of literal dependence on God’s mercy... 
 

After it was over, I felt heartbroken. Part of it was my own fatigue, but part was the burden of pain and fear I 

knew these young people would continue to carry until their journey reached its end, and maybe beyond 

that. It’s impossible to know from their prayer cards exactly what each has left behind, what trauma they’ve 

witnessed or experienced, both at home and on their journeys here. We sincerely tried to communicate 

hope and assurance and possibility, and most definitely the knowledge that they are beloved of God. And I 

know that some of them will make it through and will make a good life.  
 

I’m glad to have been part of bringing a gospel word into that place. I know God’s word of life has power of 

its own and will not come back empty, but will accomplish the purpose for which it was spoken. I just have 

to pray and keep working to stay with that plan; I cannot get stuck in sadness, as those kids cannot allow 

themselves to do.  
 

I give glory to God today for the power in Christ to give life in the midst of death. And I pray that I and we 

might find even some small portion of the courage and faithful witness of these brave young sojourners, 

these precious children of God. 

Laura Merrill serves as assistant to the bishop for the Rio Texas Conference of The United 

Methodist Church, in San Antonio, Texas. The conference includes over 400 miles of border with 

Mexico. Laura previously served as a young adult border ministry intern in Tucson, Arizona, 1989-

1992, and as district superintendent in the Rio Grande Valley, 2010-2016.  
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Quick Thanksgiving Dinner Report 

We served a total of 416 Thanksgiving meals.  Of that, we had 173 who 

dined with us (that includes our volunteers), and we delivered 243 (which 

includes a few pick-ups).  We provided 113 meals to the Towers, 4 for 

Meals on Wheels clients, and delivered to the Coraopolis & Moon Police 

Departments, Valley Ambulance, 911 Air Wing, 171st Air Wing, Robert 

Morris Police, Crescent Township Police, and the National Weather  

Service.  Besides Coraopolis UMC folks, we served 334 in our community. 
 

Thank you to all who helped make this an outstanding community event. 

Your faithfulness is seen by the One who truly matters. 

Advent:  Preparation for Emmanuel — God with Us 
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