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Noise abounds. 
Everywhere I turn I hear noise. There are 

squeaky wheels screeching across our denomi-
nation, our state, our nation, and our world. The 
clamor for attention is at an all-time high. 

Unfortunately, the current outcry within 
our denomination is causing such a commotion 
and creating such an uproar, that it is drowning 
out the noises that we are called to produce. The 
result is that we are dangerously close to nor-
malizing bad behavior simply because the high 
pitch of the squeak has forced us to give more 
attention than is really warranted. I am not 
trying to be dismissive nor am I suggesting that 
our problems are not real, but what I am trying 
to say is that there are other noises that are be-
ing ignored in favor of giving preferential treat-
ment to a squeaky wheel called disaffiliation.

As I move around this Annual Conference 
(IGRC), I am discovering that the squeaky wheel 
of disaffiliation has very little to do with its 
originally intended usage. Disaffiliation began as 
a way for churches that are in disagreement with 
the current United Methodist position on homo-
sexuality, to leave the denomination.

“Because of the current deep conflict with-
in The United Methodist Church around issues 
of human sexuality, a local church shall have a 
limited right, under the provisions of this para-
graph, to disaffiliate from the denomination 
for reasons of conscience regarding a change 
in the requirements and provisions of the Book 
of Discipline related to the practice of homo-
sexuality or the ordination or marriage of self- 
avowed practicing homosexuals as resolved and 
adopted by the 2019 General Conference, or the 
actions or inactions of its annual conference 
related to these issues which follow.” (Paragraph 
2553 – UM Book of Discipline)

The discussions and talks about disaffilia-
tion that I’ve heard and continue to hear, have 
little to nothing to do with the denomination’s 
stance on human sexuality. In fact, most church-

es seeking disaffiliation, after carefully listening 
to the United Methodist doctrinal position, 
almost unanimously affirm that the position 
is consistent with their local church’s position. 
There are churches and pastors that are NOT in 
agreement with the current position, and they 
are working, according to our process of gov-
ernance, to change the position. None of those 
churches are currently pursuing disaffiliation. 

Disaffiliation is being used as a smoke 
screen for churches and pastors that are unhap-
py about other issues that they fail to articulate 
– issues like the appointment of pastors, paying 
apportionments, the desire for congregational 
independence, the authority of the Annual 
Conference, the authority of the bishop (espe-
cially the authority exercised during COVID in 
closing in-person worship), and the itinerant 
system. Churches and pastors are looking for 
ways to “do their own thing” independently and 
have turned up the volume so that the noise of 
disaffiliation takes center stage.

It is much easier to focus our attention on 
noises dealing with allegations of our unraveling 
so that we do not have to deal with our deafening 
silence when it comes to noises that reflect our 
lack of productivity, or noises that address issues 
of systemic failure. To put it simply, we are allow-
ing the squeaky wheel to get the grease, while our 
attention and focus need to be elsewhere. 

Our mission is, “to make disciples of Jesus 
Christ for the transformation of the world.” 
Most of the churches in the IGRC and across the 
United Methodist connection, are not accom-
plishing the mission. Some of the churches seek-
ing disaffiliation say that they are being hindered 
in reaching people for Jesus Christ because of 
the denomination’s position on human sexuality, 
while failing to realize that the denomination’s 
position has not changed since 1972! 

A few self-serving, squeaky wheels are 
causing some to listen for the wrong sounds. To 
be sure, there are challenges in our denomina-

tion, and we struggle with a few glaring, head-
line grabbing cases of disobedience to the Book 
of Discipline. 

The plain truth is that in nearly every cited 
infraction there has been no direct link that 
has stopped or hindered ministry in any of the 
churches and ministries across the IGRC. 

No one is stopping our pastors and con-
gregations from leading people to faith in Jesus 
Christ or blocking the church from discipling 
people that want to follow Jesus. No one is 
standing in the way pastors or laity interpreting 
being “biblical” or operating with integrity. As 
United Methodists we are in danger of normal-
izing bad behavior and excusing ourselves from 
taking responsibility by joining the noise calling 
for disaffiliation.

Here’s a short list of noises that I believe 
should be heard in healthy churches:

 ■ Crying babies – denoting biological growth
 ■ “Amens” and shouts of praise – reflecting 

growth in worship
 ■ Folding chairs – sounds of numerical 

growth
 ■ Sobbing, Tears, and Tissues being passed – 

spiritual growth
 ■ Bible pages being turned (pinging cell 

phones) – growth in discipleship 
 ■ Laughter in the halls – growth in fellow-

ship
 ■ Noisy buckets, Checks being torn out, 

pinging cell phones – stewardship and mis-
sion giving

 ■ The brush of angel’s wings – experiencing 
the presence of the Lord

The squeaky wheel of disaffiliation is getting 
too much attention. Let us recommit ourselves 
and our congregations to the mission of the 
church so that the noises we are called to pro-
duce can be heard loud and clear.

God Bless,
Bishop Beard 
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‘The Squeaky Wheel Gets the Grease!’

DEATHS
Alice Louise Hale, 97, 
widow of the Rev. Floyd 
Hale, died Sept. 17, in Mt. 
Vernon.

Rev. Hale served 32 
years of ministry in the 

former Southern Illinois Conference, retiring 
in 1987 from Caseyville. He died Oct. 10, 2018.

For a complete obituary, visit: https://
www.hugheyfh.com/obituaries/
Alice-Louise-Hale?obId=25907373#/
obituaryInfo where condolences may be 
left for the family.

Lois Kathleen 
Bumpus, 97, widow of 
the Rev. Lloyd Bumpus, 
died Sept. 10 in Mt. 
Vernon.

Together with her 
husband, the Bumpuses served 33 years 
of active ministry in the former Southern 
Illinois Conference, retiring in 1985 from St. 
Francisville. Rev. Bumpus died May 22, 2014. 
She served for more than 10 years as church 
secretary at Mt. Vernon: Wesley UMC.

For a complete obituary, visit: https://
www.johnstonfuneralhome.com/
obituary/LoisKathleen-Bumpus, where 

condolences may be left for the family on a 
Tribute Wall.

Judith Icenogle, 76, 
wife of IGRC retired 
pastor Phillip Icenogle, 
died Sept. 4 in Peoria.

Together with her 
husband, the Icenogles 

served 45 years of active ministry, retiring 
in 2009 from Pontiac: First. Rev. Icenogle 
served Zion: Evangelical in retirement 
for four years and was a former regional 
assistant with Preachers’ Aid Society.

For a complete obituary, visit: https://
www.hendersonfuneralcare.com/
obituary/judith-icenogle  

Condolences may be sent to the Rev. Phillip 
Icenogle, 2621 Arlington Circle, Pekin, IL 
61554-1700.

IGRC retired pastor, 
the Rev. Augustus 
Benjamin “Buzz” 
Swett III, 77, died Aug. 31 
in Springfield.

He served 11 years as 
a local pastor, retiring in January 2015 from 
Decatur Wesley-Garver Brick. In retirement, 
he served Decatur Wesley until June 30, 2021.

For a complete obituary, visit:  

https://www.legacy.com/us/
obituaries/name/augustus-swett-
obituary?id=36480976 

Condolences may be sent to his wife, Linda 
Swett, 1863 Bucks Pond Rd., Monticello, IL 
61856-8062.

We have learned of the 
death of Sarah “Sally” 
Smith Lewis, 99, 
widow of the Rev. Fay 
Henry Smith, who died 
Aug. 11 in Freehold, N.J.

Together with her husband, the Smiths 
served several years in the former Central 
Illinois Conference before becoming 
missionaries through the General Board of 
Global Ministries. Rev. Smith was assigned 
as a missionary pilot for Wings of Caring in 
Zaire from 1972 to 1985, and she followed 
the flights via high frequency radio since 
there were no other navigational aids for 
pilots in Zaire. Rev. Smith died June 2, 1991.

She then married Dr. Jacob Lewis and he 
preceded her in death.

For a complete obituary, visit: https://
higginsmemorialhome.com/tribute/
details/3354/Sarah-Lewis/obituary.
html  where condolences may be left for 
the family.
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Rodriguez new Congregational 
Development director
BY PAUL BLACK 

SPRINGFIELD – Bishop Frank J. Beard 
has announced Sept. 19 that Sam Ro-
driguez has been named IGRC Direc-
tor of Congregational Development, 
effective Nov. 1.

Rodriguez succeeds the Rev. Mike 
Crawford as head of congregational development. Craw-
ford, who has led congregational development efforts in 
the conference since 2006, was named Spoon River Dis-
trict Superintendent July 1.

Rodriguez comes from the West Ohio Conference where 
he has served as Director of Faith Formation and Com-
munity Engagement for the past 3 ½ years. A layperson, 
Rodriguez has more than 22 years of experience leading 
in local church community engagement, discipleship-
making, church planting and development.

He was introduced to the IGRC as one of the keynote 
speakers at the April 2 Better Together celebration event at 
Belleville Union UMC.

“Sam’s experience with the general church and Disciple-
ship Ministries as well as his experience in the West Ohio 
Conference, will enable him to hit the ground running,” 
Bishop Beard said in his announcement. “His addition to 

Photos courtesy of Bradley Wesley and Kankakee St. Mark

the IGRC staff increases the diversity of our leadership team and 
helps us to model the diversity that is within our congregations.

“Our hope is that Sam will help us to ensure that our pastors and 
laity are growing in their cross-cultural competencies. The end 
result will be our ability to reach new people with the good news 
of Jesus Christ,” Bishop Beard continued. “I am thrilled to have 
another gifted lay person join our staff. We welcome him and 
look forward to working together to strengthen the ministries of 
the IGRC.”

Bishop Gregory V. Palmer, who serves the West Ohio Confer-
ence and previously was Bishop of the Illinois Area from 2008 to 
2012 and again in an interim capacity from January to June 2022, 
echoed Bishop Beard’s assessment.

“Sam Rodriguez is a true servant leader who sold out to Jesus 
Christ and to the ministry of ‘equipping the saints for ministry.’ His 
experiences in ministry thus far have prepared him for this mo-
ment to partner with the IGRC in developing new faith communi-
ties and existing congregations to lean with new eyes and fresh 
wind into the future.”

IGRC Director of Connectional Ministries, the Rev. Dr. Curtis 
Brown, is familiar with Rodriguez’s work.

“I’ve had the pleasure of working with Sam on starting new 
churches in various roles for the past 15 years,” Brown said. “Sam 
brings a wealth of experience and passion for helping churches 
reach new people and new kinds of people. As a layperson, he 

brings a different perspective that will enrich our approaches to 
growing vital congregations across the Illinois Great Rivers Con-
ference. I hope you’ll join me in praying for his transition to our 
team and his work in our midst!”

Prior to his tenure in West Ohio, Rodriguez served in several 
positions within the General Church. He was Director of Confer-
ence Relations for the General Commission on Religion and Race 
where he built networks with individual annual conference to 
increase its capacity and networking for ministry.

He also spent eight years as Director of Hispanic/Latino and 
Multi-Ethnic New Church Starts with Discipleship Ministries 
where he trained potential church planters and launch teams to 
create new faith communities in Latinx and multi-ethnic contexts 
utilizing lay missionary planting, launch team training, founda-
tional coaching, and Pentecost Journey: Planning Guide for non-
Hispanic/Latino Congregations. Much of the training curriculum 
was authored by Rodriguez.

He has also seven years’ experience in the Central Texas Confer-
ence as Director of Hispanic/Latino Ministries, and four years as 
Director of Latino Ministries for the Bay Spring District, a network 
of 41 faith communities in West Texas.

He is a 1994 graduate of University of Texas at El Paso College 
of Liberal Arts and a 2006 graduate of Texas Christian Univer-
sity with a master’s degree in Practical Theology. Rodriguez is a 
Marine Corps veteran having served for six years. RODRIGUEZ CONTINUED ON ADJACENT PAGE

RODRIGUEZ CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

APPOINTMENTS
In consultation with the Cabinet 
of the Illinois Great Rivers 
Conference, Bishop Frank J. 
Beard appoints the following:

Change of status
Mike Shultz to Cross Road. 
¼ time and Cypress-Luther’s 
Chapel, ¼ time, Cache River 
District, effective Aug. 1.  This is 
his first appointment in the IGRC 
as a part-time local pastor.

Valerie Holbrook to Rosiclare, 
Cache River District, 1/4 time, 
effective Aug. 1. This is her first 
appointment in the IGRC as a 
part-time local pastor.

Supply not appointed
Brent Gordon Olive Branch, 
Cache River District, ¼ time. He 
previously served Olive Branch-
Tamms until Tamms closed.

Photos courtesy of Mike Barclay

(LEFT & ABOVE) The Hispanic ministry at Caseyville UMC has been partnering with several 
community groups to do several outreach events on the church parking lot providing produce, 
food, clothing personal hygiene items, school supplies and gifts for children at Christmas.

5
5

(ABOVE &  RIGHT) Bradley Wesley and Kankakee St. Mark hosted other area 
United Methodist churches July 17 for a Family Reunion.

4

(LEFT) Broadlands UMC held a Vacation 
Bible School Summer Camp throughout the 
summer. Children, teachers and helpers 
gathered weekly from June 8 to Aug. 10, 
with singing, reading Bible stories, creating 
crafts, playing games and eating lunch 
being a part of each session.
Photos courtesy of Trevor Oetting
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BY E. PAUL UNGER

Joe McKenney called me a month 
ago and said, “Do you remember me?” 

That kind of question is always a bit 
awkward when it comes out of the blue 
mist of an early morning. But we talked 
only a couple of minutes when I recalled 

the full details of a Spring evening in 1987 when I sat 
with our newly appointed pastor to St. David/Liverpool 
Parish (Joe McKenney) for an interview with the joint 
Pastor-Parish Committee at this small parish just South 
of Peoria.

Joe was a member of Peoria Bethel UMC when he 
heard the call to preach in 1982. After completing his 
first requirements for becoming a Licensed Local Pastor 
in 1987, he made himself available to Bishop Woodie W 
White for an appointment.

Joe was a leading lay member of Bethel Church, full 
of energy and the Holy Spirit, ready to take it all on as 
they say. I was proud to sit with him at the table for his 
introduction to the committee. Suddenly from around the 
table came a note to me which read something like, 

“Surely our church is not in such a hard place that we 
must have a black man for our pastor.”

I don’t know quite what possessed me to do it but I 
handed the note to Joe and said, “Here, Pastor Joe, this 
note is for you.” 

Joe took a deep breath, as if to reveal that this wasn’t 
the first time such a challenge had come his way. He held 
the note and smiled and said, “She won’t feel that way 
when she gets to know me!”

The meeting went on. Soon, a fellow in a leather 
jacket and a durag on his head, held up his hand. “Oh 
boy, here we go,” I thought.

The man with leather and a durag said, “Listen, I am 
the Mayor of St. David. I am going to take Rev. McKenney 
all around this town here and introduce him to everyone 
here in the village!” 

And I thought to myself, now with quite a different 
feeling of resolve, “O boy, here we go!” It is amazing how 
a single comment like that can transform the room. It can 

set the tone. It can become one of the “Stories of Jesus.”
Joe had called me that morning only a month ago 

to get my take on the splintering going on in The United 
Methodist Church today. We talked. And I reminded him 
that in sense we had all been here before. The Church. He 
and I, representing, as it were, the wholly inclusive Body 
of Christ. The Body of Christ that works at removing 
barriers and inviting everyone to the table, just as he 
(and we) had done during his appointment at St. David-
Liverpool in those years of service. 

I had heard things were going well at the parish, so 
after a few months, I showed up to see for myself. There 
was Pastor Joe, smiling from the pulpit, representing 
the Good News to the congregation. There was his wife, 
Marion, at the piano, representing the Good News in 
joyful music as the congregation joined in singing. “Tell 
Me the Stories of Jesus, I long to hear! Things I would ask 
him to tell me...”

And there, on the front row, was the basketball 
team from the high school. They told me that Pastor Joe 
attended their games and so now they attend his Sunday 
services. Good News again. There are lots of ways to tell 
the stories of Jesus in a small town and in a small parish.

So during the closing postlude I went back to stand 
by Pastor Joe as he greeted the congregation following the 
service. I wanted to hear for myself what was being said 
about this pastor. Along came a woman. She didn’t have 
to identify herself. I knew who she was. She was smiling 
and simply said to me, “I was wrong!” Joe later told me 
her name and said, 

“(She) was the member who sent you the note.  (She) 
became one of our biggest supporters and kept in touch 
with us for years after we left the charge.”

Joe also sent me this information about the parish:
• Average Attendance on arrival was 5
• Average attendance on departure 16
• The highest attendance for a church function 38 

people (Christmas Play)
• Paid apportionments in full both years.
• Marion and I are God-Parents to two children.  I 

performed one of their weddings in 1989.

(Another member) was a sick-shut-In member who 
lived with her daughter.  (One of the family members) 
objected to us coming to his house to visit (the member 
of the church).  (Another family member) got approval 
for us to come by on the first Sunday of each month to 
bring Communion to (the family member who was ill).  
(He) would not be in the house with us.  But (when the 
church member) passed, the daughter gave us a quilt to 
show appreciation for ministering to her mother.  We 
have the quilt in our possession today.

“My family will forever be grateful for your 
leadership and for the members of St. David and 
Liverpool for this cross-racial experience,” he said as we 
closed our conversation.

And I say “Thank You to you for telling the story of 
Jesus to all of us who knew you then. We feel like we still 
know you now. You and Marion. Joe and Marion.” 

“I thank God every time I remember you, constantly 
praying with joy in every one of my prayers, because of 
your sharing in the gospel from that first day until now.” 
(Philippians 1:3). 

And most especially now that we have reconnected 
after all these years. 

(The Rev. E. Paul Unger is retired IGRC clergy, who served 
as Peoria District Superintendent in the former Central 
Illinois Conference from 1985 to 1991.)

Registration for Course of Study 
Extension School opens for 
Spring 2023 sessions
SPRINGFIELD –  Dates and courses 
for the 2023 Course of Study Extension 
School have been announced.

The February-March 2023 term will meet 
Feb. 10-11 and March 10-11 at the United 
Methodist Center in Springfield. Registra-
tion deadline is Dec. 9, 2022. Tuition pay-
ment is due in full at the time of registering 
or your registration will be cancelled!

The April-May term will meet April 14-15 
and May 12-13 at the United Methodist 
Center in Springfield. Registration deadline 
is Feb. 3, 2023. Tuition payment is due at 
the time of registration, or the registration 
will be cancelled!

All students must take COS 121 and COS 
122 before any other classes.

The Extension Course of Study is basically 
for part-time pastors and exists to provide 
quality theological training and equipping 
for ministry. It is administered by the Board 
of Ordained Ministry of the Illinois Great Riv-
ers Conference. For more information, visit 
the Course of Study website at: www.igrc.
org/cos, or contact the Dean, Rev. Kenneth 
Hutchens at brokenhutchens@gmail.com

Courses in the February-March 2023 term:

• COS 122 Theological Heritage I: Intro-
duction taught by Rev. Allen Miller

• COS 223 Worship and Sacraments – 
taught by Rev. Dr. Shalom Renner

• COS 524 Theological Reflection on 
the Practice of Ministry taught by Rev. 
Tom Goodell

Online registration is open through Dec. 9 
at: https://igrc-reg.brtapp.com/COSFeb2023 

Courses in the April-May 2023 term:

• COS 123 Formation and Discipleship – 
taught by Dr. Beth Fender

• COS 322 Theological Heritage III: 
Medieval – Reformation – taught by 
Dr. Dennis Powers

Online registration is open through Feb. 
3, 2023, at: https://igrc-reg.brtapp.com/
COSApril2023 

More information on the Course of Study 
Extension School can be found by visiting: 
https://www.igrc.org/cos. 

Certified Lay Minister training 
registration now open
HUDSON – Registration is open for Certi-
fied Lay Minister training which wlll he 
held at East Bay Camp in Hudson this fall.

The Advanced Lay Servant Course "Dis-
cover Your Spiritual Gifts" (or the online 
version through www.BeADisciple.com,  titled 
"Rediscovering Our Spiritual Gifts") is a 
pre-requisite for Certified Lay Servants tak-
ing Module 1. Those registering who have 
attended License School or completed one 
year of Seminary must also have complet-
ed a similar training on Spiritual Gifts.

Module 1: Call and Covenant for Ministry
Friday evening and Saturday, Nov. 11-12

Friday–6:30 to 9:30 p.m.;  
Saturday–9 a.m. to 5 p.m.
Cost: $65

Registration deadline: Saturday, Oct. 22

Instructor: Rev. David Kueker, Kinmundy: 
First and Wesley UMCs

Module 2: The Practice of Ministry
Part 1:  
Preaching/Pastoral Congregational Care

Friday evening to Sunday, Nov. 11-13
Friday, 6:30 p.m. to Sunday, not later than 
4 p.m.
Cost: $175
Registration deadline: Saturday, Oct. 22

Instructors: Preaching—Rev. Jim Slone, 
Retired Elder serving Sesser-Valier UMCs; 
Pastoral/Congregational Care—Rev. Carol 
Lakota Eastin, Retired Elder

Part 2:  
Worship/Faith Formation and Discipleship

Friday evening through Sunday, Dec. 2-4
Friday, 6:30 p.m. to Sunday, not later than 
4 p.m.
Cost: $175
Registration deadline: Saturday, Nov. 12

Instructors: Worship—Rev. Terri Haas, 
Tuscola UMC; Faith Formation and Dis-
cipleship— Rev. Beth Fender, Coordinator 
of Disciple-Making Leadership

Both weekends are required to complete 
Module 2.

The Certified Lay Minister is assigned by the 
District Superintendent to provide lay pasto-
ral leadership in a ministry or local church.

Persons interested in the IGRC training to 
become a CLM must first meet one of the 
following requirements:

• Be or become a Certified Lay Servant.
• Have previously completed License 

School.
• Have completed one year of seminary 

studies.

For more information, check out the CLM 
pages of the iGRC website at: http://www.
igrc.org/clm or contact our CLM Coordina-
tor, Ava Williams adwilliams2@juno.com 
217-708-5157. Registration links and related 

information can be found at: https://www.
igrc.org/modulesandregistration.

The Art of the Dangerous Sermon
DAYTON , Ohio – Featuring renowned 
homiletician and author Rev. Dr. Frank A. 
Thomas, PhD, this three-day event Oct. 
12-14 at United Theological Seminary in 
Dayton, Ohio, will equip preachers with a 
range of tools to proclaim with integrity, 
boldness, intentionality and care in a 
season of societal upheaval, suffering and 
high-stress ministry. Includes teaching 
from Dr. Joni Sancken and Rev. Camisha 
Chambers. Event available online and 
in-person.

Register online by visiting: https://united.
edu/preaching-seminar/ 

Worship and Preaching  
in Post-Covid 19
DAYTON, Ohio – A free seminar from the 
Bishop Bruce Ough Innovation Center at 
United Theological Seminary Oct. 19 with 
special guest Dr. Byoung Sam Kim, senior 
pastor of Manna Church in South Korea. 

Dr. Kim teaches on how persuasive 
preaching and communication through 
worship can bring renewal to congre-
gations and shares how this approach 
helped increase attendance at Manna 
Church from 3,000 to 12,000. Attend in 
person or online.

This is a dual-language event, with Dr. Kim 
presenting in Korean and an interpreter 
providing simultaneous translation in Eng-
lish. Available both online an in-person.

Register online by visiting: https://united.
edu/worship-seminar/ 

Effective Discipleship  
in a Co-Pandemic World
DAYTON, Ohio – An annual time of wor-
ship, inspiration, information, and prophetic 
preaching in the spirit of Dr. Charles E. 
Booth. This year's virtual conference focus-
es on preaching that encourages disciple-
ship in a co-pandemic world. Featured 

preachers include Bishop W. Darin Moore, 
Dr. Robert Charles Scott, Rev. Tellis Chap-
man, and Dr. Kia Hood-Scott. Online only!

Register for the virtual conference by visit-
ing: https://united.edu/ceb-lecture-series/ 

Harvest Fall Youth Rally
TROY – All students (6th-12th grades) are 
invited to the FALL RALLY in Troy, IL on 
Saturday, October 29, 2022. This one-day 
event, packed with worship, teaching, 
prayer, community, and fun will focus on 
Jesus and a call to follow him with our 
whole hearts. 

The registration covers the program,  
refreshments, Chick-Fil-A lunch, and a  
free t-shirt (if you register early enough). 

Sarah Wanck from Christ UMC in East Mo-
line will be speaking, Harvest will be lead-
ing music, Cole Abell will be a special guest 
artist and there will be other surprises too! 

Read more about this event by visiting: 
https://harvestministryteams.com/fallrally/ 

Bishop's Holy Land Trip  
Jan. 30-Feb. 8
SPRINGFIELD – Bishop Frank J. Beard is 
inviting person on a Holy Land Pilgrimage 
with newly-ordained clergy from 2020, 
2021 and 2022 Jan. 30-Feb. 8, 2023.

"I have found such trips a way to expand 
our knowledge of the Bible and this sacred 
land," Bishop Beard said. "A journey follow-
ing in the footsteps of Jesus will change the 
way you read the Bible, and you will learn 
why scholars refer to it as the 'Fifth Gospel.'"

Download the brochure by visiting: https://
www.igrc.org/files/tables/content/16507992/
fields/files/3dc833cdfc974b6392ee523021cf0
2b1/bishops-holy-land-trip-2023.pdf  

Trips are all-inclusive (basic tours, fuel 
surcharges and government taxes, admin-
istrative fees, entrance fees, hotel gratuities 
and program fees; break and dinner, motor 
coach travel and hotels) and are priced 
from $3,398 from Chicago and $3,598 from 
St. Louis or Indianapolis.

C H R I S T I A N
C O N V E R S A T I O N S

A N N O U N C E M E N T S  A N D 
U P C O M I N G  E V E N T S

WHY STAY UNITED METHODIST?: 
ANOTHER STORY OF TOUCHING 
PEOPLE’S LIVES

Remembering  
Frederick Buechner

BY ROBIN LYONS

I was saddened to hear the news 
of the recent passing of one of the 
greatest preachers of our time or any 
time for that matter. 

I never met the man. Never had a cup 
of coffee with him, or heard him speak in person or 
exchanged Christmas cards. Yet, I can’t think of anyone 
who had a greater influence on me in the world of 
homiletics than him. 

He was known in my tight circle of peers at Drew 
University by his last name: Buechner. As in, did you 
see where Buechner published a new book, or did you 
read Buechner’s latest article in The Christian Century? 
By now, any preacher in Christendom worth his or her 
salt has heard the news that Frederick Buechner, the 
preacher’s preacher, died a few weeks ago at the age 
of 96 (1926-2022). 

I was introduced to 
preacher/author, Frederick 
Buechner as a first-year 
student at Drew University 
by my older brother, Roger, 
who was at that time in 
his third year at Drew. 
Like every novice to the 
Buechner corpus, I was 
initiated into the “ring of 
fellowship” by having to 
read, as an assignment, 
his collection of sermons, 
published in book form, 
as The Magnificent Defeat. 
Having been raised in the 
Church all of my life, I had heard and endured more 
sermons than “Carter has liver pills”, as my Grandma 
was fond of saying. 

Buechner’s preaching was new to me. I had heard 
nothing that even remotely compared to the depth, 
the insight, and the sheer, soul- stirring power of his 
words, artistry and his use of imagery. Like an artist 
applying paint to canvas, Buechner applied word to 
paper and in so doing, wove together a “story” of the 
how/where the Holy, Sacred Presence of the Almighty 
was manifested and revealed in the ordinariness of 
life. If one looked close enough, and had the eyes and 
heart of faith, one would see Grace all around. He 
expounded on the foundational, tenet of theological 
reflection, that being, when one looks for God (The 
Holy), one must “look out, not up.” I was hooked, and I 
never looked back.

Buechner’s sermon, The Magnificent Defeat, reminded 
people of faith that defeats happen all the time in life. 
Biblically speaking, there is the story of Jacob limping 
away from the Jabbok with a dislocated hip after an 
all-night donnybrook with a Heavenly Presence. There 
is Friday’s Cross, a dark day when expectations were 
dashed, and hope was placed on life-support. It was a 
“defeat” that God mysteriously, extraordinarily turned 
into what people of faith have proclaimed for centuries, 
the most magnificent victory of all time, as we remind 
each other in the Easter Season with the words of 
exclamation, “The Lord is risen. The Lord is risen 
indeed.” That was Buechner’s way of reminding us that 
with God in charge, things are not always what they 
appear to be.

He was one of America’s most gifted authors and 
storytellers, as well as being an ordained pastor/
evangelist in the Presbyterian Church USA. Buechner was 
the author of 39 books of fiction and nonfiction. I have all 
but two of them in my library. His book Godric, based on 

(A Conversation about a Cross-Racial Appointment,  
1982-1989, The Peoria District, Central Illinois Conference 
as told by Rev E Paul Unger, District Superintendent and 
Rev Joe McKenney, Pastor of St. David/Liverpool Parish)

Showalter to preach annual Cartwright Sermon Oct. 16
PLEASANT PLAINS  – LaMoine River District Superintendent  

Nic Showalter will be this year’s preacher at the annual Cartwright  
Memorial Sermon on Sunday, Oct. 16 at the Peter Cartwright UMC  
in Pleasant Plains.

Services begin at 10:30 a.m.
The Cartwright Sermon is usually observed on the third Sunday  

of October and serves to remind persons of the contribution of the Rev. Peter 
Cartwright, who was a leader in the formation of the church in the State of Illinois.

The series is co-hosted by the IGRC Commission on Archives and History and 
the IGRC Historical Society in cooperation with Peter Cartwright UMC.

REMEMBERING BUECHNER CONTINUED ON PAGE 10https://www.itickets.com/events/468852

https://amplifymedia.com/signs-and-wonders/
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CARBONDALE FIRST ELIMINATES CAPITAL DEBT

L O C A L  C H U R C H
N E W S

CARBONDALE – Carbondale First UMC hosted its 
170th anniversary Sept. 18 with a kickoff Sunday.

The Elimination of Capital Debt celebration was 
held during the 10:00 am special service. Reverend John 
Annable who served the church in 1995 for 14 years was 
the guest speaker. 

He explained the vision was to build a church 
that ministered to the community both physically and 
spiritually. Every aspect of the additions and remodels 
were carefully planned with the architect to achieve this 
mission. The children’s Sunday School rooms which 
had been in the lower levels were moved upstairs to 
the remodeled section with added windows to enhance 
light. Music and worship are the centerpiece of family 
life at Carbondale first and have been for 100 years. The 
orchestra and choir significantly outgrew their space. In 
the remodel, the second floor made a large new space for 
rehearsals, offices for the music ministers and a music 
storage library. Carbondale First houses the largest music 
library of religious music in southern Illinois.  

“This was a congregation that gave freely and 
out of love when they knew there was ministry to be 
accomplished,” Annable said. His message about the 

church of Macedonia who gave of themselves encouraged 
and challenged the church to step up to meet the needs 
set before them.  

The campaign named “Partners with the Future” 
began in 1995 under Annable’s leadership at Carbondale 
First. The mission was to raise $1.1 million. It was 
accomplished through a significant donation from the 
VanNatta Estate and much sacrificial giving from the 
church members. 

The project was divided into three phases. 
Phase 1 included the additional building, office 

spaces, adding open and wide multiple entrances as 
opposed to the one small entrance to the old building.  
Phase 1 was completed in 2006 and that mortgage was 
paid off a few years later. 

Phase 2 included the second-floor remodel of music 
spaces, teen areas and restrooms. 

Phase 3 upgraded the buildings and heating systems. 
Phases 2 and 3 of this campaign ended again with a 
significant legacy donation from the estate of Rev. Joe 
Hankla and his wife, Viola. He and Viola lived sacrificial 
and frugal lives to ensure that the missions dear to their 
heart would continue. Missions were the heartbeat of Rev. 

Hankla. Those missions were Carbondale First UMC, 
Little Grassy Camp, the Midwest Distribution Center and 
the Hispanic Ministry in Cobden. At his request, Joe’s 
celebration of life was held at the Hispanic Church which 
was the highlight of their ministry.

All three phases were several million yet the total 
amount borrowed for the final phases was a permanent 
mortgage of $650,720. Despite the struggles 2020 due to 
Covid-19, God miraculously provided through a few large 
donations and multiple sacrificial givers, and, by his grace, 
was paid off this month. 

“The Gospel of Luke 6:38 teaches us give, and it will 
be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken 
together, and running over, will be poured into your 
lap. For with the measure you use, it will be measured 
to you, said current pastor, the Rev. Rose Booker-Jones. 
“Carbondale First is a church that believes in giving; in 
return, God has given back to them.” 

Following the litany, the service ended with a burning 
of the Capital Improvement debt note and dedication of 
the building to the mission of Christ in Carbondale and 
beyond. A reception followed the service. 

BY STEVEN SPEARIE
Springfield State Journal-Register

ISLAND GROVE  – Betty June Dippel's family moved to a 
farm home near New Berlin in 1940 when she was just 10 
years old.

The first family she met at nearby Island Grove United 
Methodist Church was the Winklers, who had two sons, 
including Charles, two years her senior.

Betty and Charles attended the same one-room schoolhouse 
in the area. Charles graduated from high school in 1945, 
joined the Merchant Marines and came back to central 
Illinois in 1947.

Two years later, Betty and 
Charles married in Hodgenville, 
Ky., but they would call New 
Berlin their home for the next 68 
years as a couple.

Now four generations of the 
Winkler family attend Island 
Grove UMC, which celebrated its 
bicentennial Aug. 28 at a packed 
morning service followed by an 
outdoor luncheon.

It is one of the oldest churches 
in the area, though three other 
United Methodist churches in the Illinois Great Rivers 
Conference — Murrayville UMC (1820) and Springfield First 
UMC and Jacksonville Centenary UMC in Jacksonville (both 
in 1821) — precede it.

Church members even had a birthday cake to mark the 
celebration.

"We had Sunday School at four corners of the church (then)," 
recalled Betty Winkler, 92. "We've tried to meet anything 
we've been asked to do. The church is here to help the 
community."

Veteran newspaper reporter Taylor Pensoneau, the chairman 
of the church council and a lay speaker, said tracing the 

history of Island Grove UMC, which is about 13 miles outside of 
Springfield on Old Jacksonville Road, is like riding a roller coaster.

"There have been ups and downs, mostly ups," he said. "The 
bicentennial is occurring as we are on a roll. Attendance is 
back up (after the COVID-19 pandemic), and more folks are 
coming in.

"This is noteworthy (because) unfortunately you see so 
many rural churches barely hanging on or even closing."

Average Sunday attendance is around 40 people, Pensoneau 
said, double the number from five or six years ago.

Island Grove UMC pastor the Rev. Linda 
Harrod said Sunday School services 
have resumed. Two years ago, the church 
founded a food micro pantry in New Berlin.

The church has also begun a popular "live 
nativity" scene with animals and church 
members dressed as biblical figures.

Marcia Summer makes the one hour and 
45-minute drive from Washington, Ill., once 
or twice a month.

Summer went to high school with Liz 
Pensoneau, Taylor's wife, in Greenfield.

"I love this little church, I honestly do," 
Summer said before the service. "The 

ministers do a good job. And the music. I just enjoy it. If I 
lived here, I would be here in this church (as a member)."

The Rev. Daniel Holland was a longtime minister and 
executive for the American Baptist Churches of the Great 
Rivers Region based in Springfield. He was assigned to 
a Baptist church in New Berlin, now a campus church of 
Central Baptist Church in Springfield, which was where he 
got to know Taylor Pensoneau.

"I have visions of the Rev. Peter Cartwright riding his horse 
through the tall grass (as part of the circuit)," Holland said.

Cartwright, a one-time political foe of Abraham Lincoln, did 
in fact tend to the church as a circuit-riding preacher.

The church’s official start-up date of 1822 is tied to the 
founding of the Island Grove Society. Then, services and 
religious classes were held in homes or other public buildings.

The establishment of the society came, Pensoneau said, just 
four years after Illinois was granted statehood.

By 1849, the church was large enough to financially support 
a full-time minister. In the early 1860s, construction began on 
the present-day sanctuary. A church hall was added later.

Guest speaker James Cornelius, the former curator of the 
Lincoln Collection at the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library 
and Museum, said Lincoln knew and corresponded with one 
of Island Grove UMC's founders, James N. Brown, who was 
best known for staging the first Illinois State Fair in Springfield.

Cornelius noted Island Grove UMC's surroundings at its 
beginning, "these trees, the crops, the cattle, these reflected 
Lincoln's origin. 

"They are our origins," he said. "These were his people."

(Reprinted with permission from the Aug. 29 issue of the 
Springfield State Journal-Register, www.sj-r.com)

 (AT LEFT) Pictured Left to right Reverend John Annable, Pastor Rose Booker-Jones, Finance-Greg 
Meredith, Trustee-Don Bryant (ABOVE) Reverend John Annable delivers message to Carbondale First

The Oakford UMC celebrated its 185th 
anniversary on July 17 – after a two-year delay 
due to the Covid-19 pandemic.

The church today is filled with both young 
families and people who have been a part of the 
church for generations. Vital ministry continues to 
take place in the rural community and beyond.

In 1835, Peter Cartwright made his way to an area 
just west of Oakford, formerly known as Pecan 
Bottom. There he worked with individuals in the 

area to organize a Methodist Church. The early 
church met in people’s homes until 1860 when 
they built their first church building. The church 
was dedicated by Cartwright as the Pecan 
Bottom Methodist Episcopal Church. 

On March 7, 1886, a hearing was held at the 
Springfield District to discuss moving the 
church from Pecan Bottom to Oakford, a thriving 
community. The church building was physically 
moved to Oakford that year. 

200 years and counting: Tiny Island Grove is on the upswing, leaders say

Photos by Steven Spearie, Springfield State Journal-Register
Taylor Pensoneau, the chairman of the church council and a lay 
speaker at Island Grove UMC, talks to church pastor Linda Harrod 
before the bicentennial service Aug. 28.

Photos courtesy of Oakford UMC

Photos courtesy of Mike Barclay

The Hispanic ministry at Caseyville UMC has been partnering with several community 
groups, including Making a Difference (non-profit to the poor and homeless), the 100 Club 
(motorcycle group) and the Hell's Angels.  They have done several outreach events on the 
church parking lot providing produce, food, clothing personal hygiene items, school supplies 
and gifts for children at Christmas.

Bradley Wesley, Kankakee St. Mark  
host a UMC Family Reunion

KANKAKEE – Bradley Wesley and Kankakee St. Mark hosted other area 
United Methodist churches July 17 for a Family Reunion.

Persons from nine congregations in Bradley, Kankakee, Bourbonnais, 
Manteno, Bonfield, Momence and Aroma Park were represented among the 
100 in attendance. 

Rev. Julie Smith, the appointed Interim Elder of Wesley and St. Mark, said 
the number was an estimate and was probably short as many people began 
disappearing to play the games provided while others were in the kitchen.

As always with a United Methodist meal there was more than enough 
food to go around. Plenty of leftovers sent home.  Entertainment included: 
a bouncy house, water mister, face painting and carnival games for children, 
with a good, old-fashioned cake walk and bingo for everyone.  

It was a great time to gather as a family, both as United Methodists and 
as Children of God, to remember who we are and to whom we belong.  The 
churches plan to make the event an annual one.

Photos courtesy of Bradley Wesley and Kankakee St. Mark

Volunteers check food products and organize food distribution lines prior to 
the start of the August Mobile Market held Aug. 24 at the Cohen Recreation 
Complex parking lot.

Some of the food items offered included eggs, fresh corn on the cob, fresh 
peaches, mixed vegetable items, breads, pastries, and popcorn. 

The event was sponsored by the Chester Area Christian Food Pantry, of 
which Chester UMC is a partner,  with food deliveries from the St. Louis 
Area Food Bank. During August, the Food Pantry served 185 homes with 
459 individuals.  

Photo courtesy of Jim Beers

Geneva Snyder, 11, sings at the Aug. 28 service at 
Island Grove UMC, just west of Springfield. The 
church celebrated its 200th anniversary.
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Grassroot groups talk up The United Methodist Church 
BY SAM HODGES

MONTGOMERY, Ala. (UM News) – The Rev. Cory Smith 
is a pastor in the Alabama-West Florida Conference, 
where more than a few traditionalist churches are poised 
to disaffiliate from The United Methodist Church and 
others are weighing their options.

But Smith is a determined leader of Celebrate UMC, a 
group of Alabama-West Florida clergy and laity who are 
waving the United Methodist flag.

“The purpose of Celebrate UMC is to support, encourage 
and resource those who wish to stay in the UMC,” said 
Smith, pastor of Auburn United Methodist Church, in 
Auburn, Alabama.

Celebrate UMC sponsored a June 13 event at United 
Methodist-affiliated Huntingdon College, in Montgomery, 
Alabama. Some 400 people nearly filled the chapel to 
hear the Rev. Tom Berlin, a veteran General Conference 
delegate and endorsed candidate for bishop from the 
Virginia Conference — and a strong advocate for The 
United Methodist Church.

Smith considers that night a turning point for himself and 
like-minded members of Alabama-West Florida. 

“There was great energy in the room because an event 
focused around staying UMC had not ever been hosted 
in our conference,” he said. “It was the launch point for 
a new narrative in our conference. Since then, clergy 
who wish to stay UMC have felt more connected and 
empowered.”

Alabama-West Florida is one of a handful of U.S. 
conferences seeing considerable discussion and action 
around disaffiliation but also the emergence of grassroots 
coalitions advocating for remaining in The United 
Methodist Church. 

They have, in effect, stepped up to counter the 
messaging of traditionalist, pro-disaffiliation groups such 
as Good News and the Wesleyan Covenant Association. 

In the North Alabama Conference, there’s Stay UMC, 
which has been going since 2020 and has a robust 
internet presence. 

“Our entire website is intended to persuade people to 
consider remaining in the denomination,” said the Rev. 
Steve West, a leader of Stay UMC and pastor of First 
United Methodist Church in Jacksonville, Alabama.

In the South Georgia Conference, there’s a recently 
formed group called Abide South Georgia, which has 
launched its own information website.

Abide South Georgia, a grassroots group formed 
within the South Georgia Conference, has launched an 
information website advocating for remaining in The 
United Methodist Church. Logo courtesy the Rev. Jon 
Brown. 

Abide South Georgia, a grassroots group formed 
within the South Georgia Conference, has launched an 
information website advocating for remaining in The 
United Methodist Church. Logo courtesy the Rev. Jon 
Brown.

The South Georgians were inspired by Stay UMC.

“They really were the impetus,” said the Rev. Jon Brown, 
one of the Abide South Georgia organizers and associate 
pastor of Vineville United Methodist Church in Macon, 
Georgia. “We really liked what they did, but it seemed 
focused on their own conference. We said, ‘Well, what if 
we did our own?’”

The Arkansas Conference has Arkansans Staying United, 
which has a Facebook page with more than three 
thousand followers, and the Texas Conference is home to 
That We May Be One.

The latter group started in 2016 with the goal of 
promoting unity and understanding among conference 
members with different theological perspectives.

But these days, That We May Be One is trying to make 
sure accurate information and a pro-United Methodist 
perspective reach the meetings where hard decisions are 
being considered. 

“What we’re mostly working on is trying to help churches 
who are in the discernment process,” said the Rev. 
Lindsay Kirkpatrick, pastor of Asbury (United Methodist) 
Church in Pasadena, Texas.

Kirkpatrick believes #BeUMC and other broad-based 
efforts to make a case for the denomination are vital but 
can’t substitute for local groups.

“What we have that they don’t is relationships,” she said. 

No one disputes that The United Methodist Church is in a 
fraught season. 

Decades of internal conflict, especially over how 
accepting to be of homosexuality, led a diverse group 

of church leaders to propose a formal denominational 
split in January 2020. The Protocol of Reconciliation and 
Grace Through Separation would allow traditionalist 
churches to depart with their properties and form a new 
denomination, getting $25 million to start.

But the pandemic has postponed until 2024 the General 
Conference at which any separation proposal could 
be approved. Meanwhile, a traditionalist breakaway 
denomination, the Global Methodist Church, began 
operating earlier this year.

Churches wanting to disaffiliate can take advantage of 
Book of Discipline Paragraph 2553, which allows them 
to be released from the denomination’s trust clause 
and depart with their properties — if they meet certain 
procedural and financial obligations. That opportunity 
expires at the end of 2023.

Since 2019, annual conferences have approved about 
680 disaffiliations, according to a United Methodist 
News review of U.S. annual conference reports, publicly 
available conference journals and the special annual 

conference sessions held so far. That represents a small 
percentage of the more than 30,000 United Methodist 
churches in the U.S.

Still, the conferences where the grassroots, pro-United 
Methodist groups are active tend to be seeing significant 
disaffiliation action. 

The South Georgia Conference approved 62 church 
disaffiliation resolutions at an Aug. 20 special session. 
Alabama-West Florida expects to deal with about 30 
when it meets in special session Nov. 12. The large Texas 
Conference, which has its special session on Dec. 3, 
reports that 71 of its churches have voted to disaffiliate. 

There are about a dozen more annual special sessions 
scheduled this year for consideration of disaffiliation 
resolutions.  

As many local churches continue to weigh their future, 
the grassroots groups seek to assure traditionalist 
churches that The United Methodist Church will continue 
to welcome and value them. 

The groups also have been scrambling to share facts 
about the disaffiliation process and counter what they 
see as distorted representations of The United Methodist 
Church.

“We were aware that some churches were in the 
discernment process and were getting biased or 
incomplete information from either the pastor or lay 
leadership,” said West of Stay UMC. “We’ve taken it upon 
ourselves to offer some balance.”

The Stay UMC website offers original material, such as 
an FAQ, as well as links to other sources, including from 
the North Alabama Conference. The group also has 
dispatched speakers when churches in discernment 
have requested a pro-United Methodist representative.

The website for That We May Be One provides a 
wide range of resources, including a lengthy “UMC 
Mythbusting” document. The first section refutes the claim, 
made by some disaffiliation advocates, that The United 
Methodist Church is straying from core Christian beliefs. 

BY PAUL BLACK

Many churches in the Illinois Great 
Rivers Conference are having discussions 
related to their future in The United 
Methodist Church. Such discernment 
should rise to the level of Holy 
Conferencing and should begin with both 

individual and corporate prayer.
One of the fallacies being perpetuated is that every 

congregation must go through this process and vote. 
Every church is not required to vote on disaffiliation. One 
can continue doing ministry without a vote if you want to 
stay United Methodist.

People of good faith can go through discernment 
and arrive at different conclusions. This does not mean 
that one is correct, and the other is wrong. It means 
God’s future may be different for different people and 
circumstances.

Statements such as, “People who want to leave The 
UMC do not believe the Bible/People who want to stay in 
The UMC do not believe the Bible” do nothing to foster 
good will and breaks down community.

The United Methodist denomination is focused on 
scripture: the word becoming flesh and living among us 
(John 1:14). One person’s opinions differing from another’s 
does not support either of these claims about a person’s 
scriptural beliefs. These claims might be better interpreted 
to say that there are varying opinions within the body of 
Christ, but broad claims such as these are not based in fact 
and cannot be applied to large groups of people.

For more information on The UMC’s position on 
scripture, see Articles V and VI in the Articles of Religion 
and Article IV in the Confession of Faith. 

While much of the discussion on this issue has 
been to those who want to depart The United Methodist 
Church, I would like to take a moment to let those who 
may have a differing view, that you are an essential part 
of any discussion in your church and it is important that 
your voice is heard and considered in any decision made.

Following personal prayer, the first step is 
to examine the discernment process document 
developed by our conference. You can find it at: 
https://www.igrc.org/igrc-process-on-disaffiliation Click 
on the blue link at the top of the page to download the 
document. This provides a step-by-step procedure which 
churches must follow.

As with any process, there are vested interests that 
abound. Pastors, as leaders of the congregation, often guide 
processes as do lay leadership from the church. A pastor 
has taken vows of ordination or is licensed have vowed to 
uphold the polity of The United Methodist Church. 

But pastors are also under appointment or 
assignment and sometimes, those issues end up clouding 
the landscape especially when they become a part of the 
church’s exit strategy and take a bigger role than providing 
information. In essence, it is as if the church or pastor is 
trying to make the appointment for themselves. This is 
not United Methodist polity. 

Retired and active UM clergy cannot serve as clergy 
in a disaffiliated church, while maintaining membership 
in the UMC. To serve a disaffiliated church, UM clergy 
must withdraw to unite with another denomination (per 
paragraph 360.1 of the Book of Discipline), surrender their 
conference membership, and be credentialed through an 
entity other than the UMC.

Persons that do not want their church to 
disaffiliate need to speak up, knowing that the 
Bishop and the District Superintendent will be 
listening for their voices. There is a provision through 

the United Methodist Trust Clause that would allow 
the Church and all assets to remain open and intact as 
a United Methodist Church if there are enough folks 
wanting to remain United Methodist. This is NOT based 
on a voting percentage but is based on a condition of 
sustainability. In other words, they CANNOT BE VOTED 
OUT WITHOUT HAVING A POWERFUL VOICE 
REGARDING THE CHURCH’S FUTURE.  If there is 
sufficient enough people that want to remain, the church, 
can be kept open.

Be aware if only one side is presented to the 
congregation prior to a vote. Those who employ this 
strategy often times will shrug their shoulders and say, 
“Well, everyone knows what The United Methodist 
Church is about already. The only thing we need to 
consider is whether a new denomination or going 
independent is for us.” A strong and thorough process 
would include information sharing for a variety of 
sources. Contact your District Superintendent to make 
sure that all voices are heard in the discernment. They can 
provide resource persons that can provide interpretation 
and assist with providing necessary balance to make an 
informed decision.

Also beware of those who predict what the 
future of United Methodism will be and what actions 
General Conference may or may not take in 2024 and 
beyond. As a four-time delegate to General Conference, 
such speculation is often mis-informed and does not 
square with what ends up happening. Presentations to 
the congregation and its members should talk about their 
particular viewpoint of what they are “for” and not a time 
of critique nor a time to bash other opposing viewpoints. 
Undercutting and fear mongering can be powerful tools 
in debate, but they do not have a place in discernment 
that is respectful and focused on complex issues.

Understand that your local church leadership 
may take a straw vote as a way to gauge the strength 
of interest toward a discernment process. But absent 
of a resolution of disaffiliation presented as a church 
conference in which the professing membership has 
been duly notified, disaffiliation cannot occur.  Votes 
of disaffiliation require two-third majority to pass and at a 
church conference – which allows all professing members 
a vote. The district superintendent is the presiding officer 
and a final disaffiliation vote will include a financial 
settlement agreed upon by teams from the conference and 
the local church. 

Charge conferences are held each year to conduct 
church business including the election of officers are 
limited in who may vote. 

As a member, you can request of the district 
superintendent that charge conferences be a church 
conference. The district superintendent may call a church 
at his/her discretion or following a written request by 
the pastor, church council or 10 percent of the professing 
members of a local church (¶248, Book of Discipline, 2016).

It should be noted that election of officers are 
held annually when the Committee on Lay Leadership 
(formally the Nominations Committee) presents a 
slate of officers to the charge/church conference. If the 
gathering is done at a church conference, nominations 
can be provided from the floor by any professing 
member (¶249, Book of Discipline, 2016).

If opportunities are not provided for the sharing 
of information on diverse viewpoints, take the time 
to gather small groups for prayer and your own 
research. Mobilization at the grass roots level can have 
great results if people are informed and respectful in the 

process. Several of the websites located on this page can 
be a reference to you.

But also visit the website of the Global Methodist 
Church (https://www.globalmethodist.org) and 
its partners, the Wesleyan Covenant Association 
(www.wesleyancovenant.org);  Good News (https://
goodnewsmag.org/); the Confessing Movement (https://
www.facebook.com/ConfessingMovement/) and the 
Institute on Religion and Democracy (https://theird.org/). 

In your research, note how much time is spent on 
what different groups that both espouse remaining and 
departing on things they are against and the amount of 
resources are spent on things that they support. Tearing 
down the other guy doesn’t necessarily mean you win, 
although our American political processes seem to think 
so. And we tend to model what we see rather than seeing 
ourselves as counter-cultural or those that seek to witness 
to a better way.

Finally, if your church chooses to disaffiliate 
and you wish to remain United Methodist, contact 
your District Superintendent and ask to be put on 
a general church membership roll until you find a 
new church home. One condition Bishop Beard and 
the Cabinet has placed on any disaffiliation plan is that 
the departing church care for members that will not be 
making the journey with them.

If the church where you hold membership is 
disaffiliating and you haven’t found a new place to call 
“home,” we invite you to move your membership to 
the Illinois Great Rivers Conference general church 
membership roll. This is a place to hold your membership 
“in the meantime”. You can complete the form at: https://
igrc-reg.brtapp.com/IGRCGeneralRoll. The conference will 
receive your church membership and notify your current 
church.

One of the myths that was floated by a disaffiliated 
IGRC church and its leadership to sell disaffiliation was 
that persons who wished to remain United Methodist 
could still be United Methodist (their membership status 
wouldn’t change) and part of the departing church. This 
is not true. Membership in The United Methodist Church 
ceases for every member of a disaffiliating church at the 
time of severance. A member, however, may transfer the 
membership or you can ask to be put on a general church 
roll until you make your choice of a new church home. 

The District Superintendent is the point person, who 
may be able to assist you in connecting with a nearby 
congregation or may assist a group of persons in forming 
a new expression of ministry in your community.

United Methodists: you do have much to say about 
your future. Make sure that if these conversations occur in 
your church, that your voice is heard in the discussion.

(Paul Black is the IGRC Director of Communication 
Ministries and a four-time delegate to General Conference. 
He currently co-chairs the IGRC Delegation).

A WORD FOR THOSE WHO WISH  
TO REMAIN UNITED METHODIST

Photo courtesy of Celebrate UMC
A large crowd at a June 13 Celebrate UMC-sponsored event at Huntingdon College in Montgomery, Alabama, rises in applause. Celebrate UMC, 
which formed in the Alabama-West Florida Conference, is one of a handful of grassroots groups that are making an affirmative case for The 
United Methodist Church as some congregations decide whether to leave the denomination. 

GRASSROOT GROUPS  CONTINUED ON PAGE 7
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AFRICAN BISHOPS CALL FOR UNITY, 
CONDEMN ADVOCACY GROUPS

BY EVELINE CHIKWANAH

MUTARE, Zimbabwe (UM News)  – African 
bishops have called for unity in The United Methodist 
Church while condemning traditionalist advocacy 
groups looking to break up the denomination. 

The bishops released a statement Sept. 8 
denouncing the Africa Initiative and Wesleyan 
Covenant Association, which they say “are wrongly 
influencing God’s people in our areas.” 

The statement was released at the close of the Africa 
Colleges of Bishops retreat, which was held Sept 5-8 
at Africa University. The denomination’s bishops are 
organized by colleges, or groups, based on their regions; 
Africa has three such colleges. 

The bishops’ statement said the Africa Initiative 
is working with the Wesleyan Covenant Association 
to destroy the church in Africa through its support of 
the Global Methodist Church, a denomination not yet 
recognized by General Conference.

“We will dissociate from any activities of the Africa 
Initiative and will not allow any activities of the Africa 
Initiative in our areas,” the bishops said, noting that “the 
Africa Initiative has lost its original goal of helping The 
United Methodist Church in Africa.”

The bishops also addressed misinformation that is 
being spread in the church. 

“We will not tolerate anyone giving false information 
about The United Methodist Church,” the statement said. 

All of the continent’s active bishops, with the 
exception of Nigeria Area Bishop John Wesley Yohanna, 
signed the statement.

Yohanna sent a brief statement by email to UM 
News, stating that while he respects his fellow African 
bishops’ views, he continues to support the Africa 
Initiative and WCA.

“The Africa Initiative and Wesleyan Covenant 
(Association) are pushing for obedience to the Bible and 
the Book of Discipline. Why should we not associate with 
them?” said Yohanna, who did not attend the meeting. 
Yohanna is a member of the United Methodist Commission 
on Communication, which oversees UM News.

Jay Therrell, the WCA's president, said the 
advocacy group and sister organizations have long 
worked together with African leaders as equal partners, 
and the WCA's Global Council has leaders from across 
the African continent.  

"We are deeply disappointed, but not surprised, by 
the statement purported to come from all the African 
bishops," he said. "We have been told the statement is 
not supported by all the bishops in Africa and lament 
that it insinuates that it is."

He added that the WCA believes "strong-arm 
control tactics by some African bishops infringe upon 
the Christian freedom of their members to speak 
into the current and future direction of The United 
Methodist Church and their role in it. We remain 
committed to working with theologically conservative 
Methodists across the continent of Africa to empower 
their witness to the faith and their right to make 
informed decisions about their future in the church."

Bishop Eben K. Nhiwatiwa, president of the Africa 
Colleges of Bishops, said the church is thriving on the continent 
and there is no need to break away from the denomination.

“Unity is our constant point of reference. The 
bishops are saying there is no need for breaking away 
from The United Methodist Church and joining 
another denomination,” said Nhiwatiwa, who leads the 
Zimbabwe Episcopal Area.

He said the Global Methodist Church has nothing 
new to offer Africans. 

“We are not seeing anything new because we are 
traditionalist from start to finish here in Africa. If you 

want to see people who are conservative, come to Africa.
“If anything happens which will make us feel 

uncomfortable in the future, we will sit down and see 
how we channel our efforts in the church.”

After decades of intensifying disagreements about 
the status of LGBTQ people in the church, General 
Conference was set to vote on a denominational 
separation plan in May 2020.

But after a third postponement of the 
denomination’s top lawmaking assembly, organizers of 
the Global Methodist Church decided to launch on May 
1. The Wesleyan Covenant Association, a theologically 
conservative unofficial advocacy group in The United 
Methodist Church, has served as the main organizing 
force behind the new denomination. The Africa 
Initiative is an unofficial traditionalist advocacy group 
representing laity and clergy in Africa. 

Eight bishops, including retired Bishop Ntambo 
Nkulu Ntanda of North Katanga, attended the retreat. 
Several bishops were unable to attend the meeting but 
signed onto the statement: Bishops Benjamin Boni 
(Côte d'Ivoire), Gabriel Unda (East Congo), Joaquina 
Nhanala (Mozambique), Gaspar João Domingos 
(Western Angola) and interim Bishop Warner Brown 
(Sierra Leone).

The statement appears to be a shift for some 
bishops who have a history with the Africa Initiative. 
Bishops Kasap, Quire and Yohanna attended the Africa 
Initiative’s meeting in May in Nairobi, Kenya, as the 
group pondered the future of Methodism in Africa. 
The bishops indicated at the time that their presence 
at the gathering was not sanctioned by the African 
bishops as a group, but that they were attending with the 
understanding that they would brief their colleagues.

In a Sept. 12 press release, the Africa Initiative 
responded to the bishops’ statement. The group 
expressed respect for the bishops, but also asserted 
its rights as an advocacy group whose membership 
includes General Conference delegates. 

“It is unthinkable that anyone would think and 

believe that it is possible to stop us from standing up 
for Jesus Christ or from debating all the issues of The 
United Methodist Church,” the release said.

The group went on to say its mission has not changed.
“The Africa Initiative remains undauntedly 

committed to its vision, to see biblical Christianity 
taught, lived and sustained within the three central 
conferences of Africa in the Wesleyan spirit.”

The release said the Africa Initiative prays 
that the bishops would see the group as a “reliable 
and trustworthy partner in the holistic growth and 
development of the UMC in Africa.”

The bishops’ retreat, which was themed “Learning and 
Worship,” included presentations on principles of effective 
leadership by Pamela Machakanja, Africa University 
interim deputy vice chancellor, and effective Christian 
worship from the Rev. Beauty R. Maenzanise of the United 
Methodist Board of Higher Education and Ministry.

The gathering culminated in a visit to the Chin’ando 
prayer mountain at Old Mutare, which was developed by 
United Methodist women in the Zimbabwe Episcopal Area.

During the meeting, the bishops shared their joys 
and hopes for the future and also noted some of the 
challenges facing the church in Africa.

“Sometimes we do not have enough resources. It’s a 
common problem in Africa, but our people are working 
very hard building churches, schools, waiting mothers’ 
shelters even during the COVID-19 lockdowns,” 
Nhiwatiwa said.

He urged church leaders to be bold and brave in 
their leadership.

“We try to give direction; that is what leadership is 
all about. You cannot be a leader if you just want to be 
in a comfort zone.”

Those thoughts were echoed at the close of the 
bishops’ statement. 

“We will continue to be shepherds of all of God’s 
people throughout our beloved continent.”

(Eveline Chikwanah is a communicator of the Zimbabwe 
East Conference.)

UMNews Photo by Eveline Chikwanah
Greater Nhiwatiwa (in purple dress), wife of Bishop Eben K. Nhiwatiwa (left), explains the history and significance of the Chin'ando prayer 
mountain to bishops attending the Africa College of Bishops retreat held Sept 5-8 at Africa University in Mutare, Zimbabwe. The bishops released 
a statement at the close of the retreat calling for unity in The United Methodist Church while condemning traditionalist advocacy groups looking 
to break up the denomination. 

Zimbabwe’s Old Mutare Hospital gets a facelift
BY KUDZAI CHINGWE

OLD MUTARE, Zimbabwe (UMNews)  – As the economy 
of Zimbabwe continues to plummet, industries are shutting 
down and people are losing their jobs. God’s work, however, 
continues to shine at Old Mutare Mission Hospital.

A state-of-the-art outpatient department, kitchen and 
120-panel solar system are among recent additions at the 
United Methodist mission hospital.

The United Methodist Board of Global Ministries’ Global 
Health unit provided $386,903 U.S. for the project. 
The funding was part of a larger collection of grants 
for Zimbabwe clinics and facilities, totaling $742,184, 
according to the agency. 

“We are seeing God's hand in all these developments,” 
said the Rev. Tafadzwa Musona, Mutasa Nyanga District 
superintendent. “This has proved to us that God is not 
limited by economic conditions. He is capable of doing 
great developments, even in the midst of a harsh economy.”

Musona referenced Philippians 1:6, which reads, “I am 
confident of this, that the one who began a good work among 
you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ.”

“God, who started Old Mutare Mission,” she said, “will 
see it to completion. My wish now is to have matching, 
state-of-the-art wards and other health facilities. Nothing 
can stop us from having a school of nursing and 
collaborating with Africa University.”

Pleased with the achievement, hospital administrator 
Monica Nzarayebani marveled at the hospital’s new look 
and outpatient department. “It is spacious and houses 
many departments and consultation rooms under one roof, 
thus meeting Ministry of Health and Child Care standards.”

The comfortable waiting area, Nzarayebani added, “can 
accommodate many patients in the shade, unlike before 
when they used to sit on the veranda exposed to harsh 
weather conditions.”

“Triaging is now very simple and short,” she said. “An 
emergency room is now available for prompt attention to 
serious patients.”

A pharmacy also is located on campus, speeding the 
treatment process.

“From registering, observation, nurse and doctor 
consultations and collection of medicine from the 

pharmacy, the circle is complete,” Nzarayebani noted.

Dr. Steward Sunguro, general medical officer at Old 
Mutare Mission Hospital, said the new buildings are 
beautiful, but he noted that a lack of furniture is an issue.

“My consultation room does not have patients' chairs, 
a standard adjustable examination couch or curtains 
to provide patient privacy,” he said. A critical need is an 
X-ray machine.

Nzarayebani said laptops also are needed for information 
processing.

Pishai Muchauraya, a chronically ill patient, applauded 
the new outpatient department as being spacious, with 
service now second to none.

“The outward appearance,” Muchauraya said, “matches 
with the hearts and the welcome you receive inside. I 
have been coming here since 2009. I have witnessed 
good development and great hospitality.”

“I am very happy with the treatment we receive at this 
hospital,” Mukoma said. “The reception is warm, and 
one can be easily healed before treatment. The most 
important part is that they start with a prayer every 
morning before work begins. If you come early, you can 
join in the prayer session. This renews (the staffs’) desire 
to treat patients with love.”

Nzarayebani said the outpatient department is connected 
to the maternity and family and child health departments.

“The waiting mothers’ shelter is now complete, enabling 
the hospital to serve areas outside our catchment area.”

The 60-capacity facility is usually full, often overflowing.

“This adds pressure on the maternity ward and 
ambulance,” said Nzarayebani, “The surgeries done 
here are far more than other referral hospitals since Old 
Mutare has 11 feeder clinics, increasing demand on the 
one ambulance available.”

Angela Macherechedze, sister-in-charge of the family 
and child health unit, said despite the pressure on her 
department, they appreciate the supplemental electricity 
provided by the recently installed solar system. It 
assists with energy backup and lighting and maintains 
refrigeration for vaccines, especially those for children 
under age 5.

“In addition,” she said, “the maternity ward always requires 
electricity as deliveries are conducted any time of the day 
or night; hence, we appreciate the power backup.”

Without a need for hasty transfers to Victoria Chitepo 
Provincial Hospital, Old Mutare is receiving patients 
from other areas including urban Mutare because 
power is always available. Solar power aids specimen 
preservation, and all tests are now being done at the 
mission hospital.

The spacious outpatient department also enhances 
COVID-19 compliance strategies. “Privacy is ever 
maintained,” Macherechedze said, “as rooms are 
adequate for screening. Best practices on infection 
control are easily implemented, and comfort of the 
patients is ensured.”

The new kitchen includes areas for refrigeration and storage, 
as well as a counseling room for use by the dietitians.

“Dieticians,” she said, “now have a place to counsel and 
prescribe healthy diets and medication for patients such 
as those that are hypertensive and diabetic. This also 
ensures that confidentiality is guaranteed.”

With the government complementing the church’s efforts, 
the hospital has almost reached its staffing goal of 40 nurses. 
Twelve of the nurses are midwives, Nzarayebani said.

MISSION TRIP STRENGTHENS PARTNERSHIP, MINISTRIES
STORY AND PHOTOS BY KUDZAI CHINGWE

HARARE, Zimbabwe (UMNews) – An idea that 
began with providing chickens for income generation 
grew to shared dreams and new endeavors between 
church members in the U.S. and the Zimbabwe 
Episcopal Area.

Visitors from the Northwest District of the Indiana 
Conference and the Wesley Foundation of Purdue 
University spent 23 days fostering relationships during a 
July 13-Aug. 4 mission trip to Zimbabwe.

“The visit is enhancing the mission of God,” said 
Bishop Eben K. Nhiwatiwa, Zimbabwe Episcopal Area. 
“The church is not at its best right now, but our God is 
the same, always.

“The same should give us assurance that the church 
will move forward as one and that salvation from 
Calvary is for all the people, and no one can take it. The 
coming of the visitors is a true meeting of minds — of 
sharing, worshipping and knowing each other.”

The Rev. J. Glen Robyne, a clergy member of the 
Illinois Great Rivers Conference appointed as campus 
pastor/director of the Purdue Wesley Foundation in 
Lafayette, Indiana, was among the U.S. visitors.

“My objective for this partnership mission trip,” 
Robyne said, “is to build relationships of hope and 

encouragement between Africans and Americans by 
realizing that we are truly brothers and sisters in Christ. 

“My hope is that these relationships lead to 
partnerships in ministry that empower all to know and 
share the love of Christ more effectively. … I believe we 
fulfilled these goals with joy, to the glory of God. Yet, we 
still have a long journey ahead of us with potential for 
more shared experiences and working together.”

The Rev. Lore Blinn Gibson, Northwest District 
superintendent, said during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the Rev. Diana Matikiti, superintendent of the Makoni 
Buhera District, shared her dream of helping the pastors 
in her district become more self-sustaining.

“Her dream was to support each clergy family with 
chickens for income generation,” Gibson said.

The Northwest District helped make that dream a 
reality — raising money to provide chickens and feed 
through a project called “Mission Huku.”

Gibson said the project ultimately benefitted both 
groups.

“(It) helped Northwest churches work together at 
a time of anxiety and division. The pastors of Makoni 
Buhera uplifted us with virtual prayer gatherings,” 
Gibson said.

“The project far exceeded our expectations in 

transforming the lives of pastors and communities. 
Raising chickens and eggs improved diets, led to more 
fertile vegetable gardens, increased household incomes 
and realization of visions for other projects. We were 
encouraged to see pastors support their families and 
uplift their congregations and neighbors.”  

The Rev. Archford Muchingami, on behalf of the 
Makoni Buhera District pastors, touted the project.

“Since I joined the ministry in 1985, I had not 
witnessed this kind of support to pastors. I am grateful 
and thankful to Northwest District. They did not give us 
fish, but the rod to fish. We will never let you down.”  

Gibson said the recent visit to Zimbabwe was 
transformative for many of the visitors.

“In a season of denominational upheaval, it did 
our souls good to learn from United Methodists in 
Zimbabwe. The generosity and hospitality in meals, 
and the love we experienced during prayers and 
conversations at Africa University … transformed us,” 
Gibson said. “I have a clearer vision of the international 
United Methodist Church, as dynamic, resilient and 
joyful as the people of Zimbabwe.” 

The partnership started with the Northwest and 
Makoni Buhera districts but expanded during the trip to 

UMNews Photo by Kudzai Chingwe
A new outpatient department, funded by a United Methodist 
Board of Global Ministries grant, houses many departments and 
consultation rooms at Old Mutare Mission Hospital in Mutare, 
Zimbabwe. The facelift of the over 100-year-old institution includes a 
kitchen, a 120-panel solar system and a comfortable indoor waiting 
area for patients. 

MUTARE HOSPITAL CONTINUED ON 10

MISSION TRIP CONTINUED ON 10

8   |   O C T O B E R  2 0 2 2   |   T H E  C U R R E N T T H E  C U R R E N T    |    O C T O B E R  2 0 2 2   |   9



Another section pushes back against the idea that 
churches considering disaffiliation need to act right 
away. That We May Be One stresses that 2553 is still 
operative for another 15 months, and the group says it ’s 
exploring whether the Texas Conference could approve a 
resolution extending a financially gentle exit path beyond 
that date, to give churches all the time they need to make 
an important decision.

“In our opinion, there’s a huge sense of false urgency,” 
Kirkpatrick said.

Along with written information, That We May Be 
One’s site has video clips featuring pastors from the 
conference, but also the Rev. Adam Hamilton, pastor 
of the 15,000-member United Methodist Church of the 
Resurrection in Leawood, Kansas.

The group sponsored Hamilton in recent talks at 
Houston’s Chapelwood United Methodist Church and at 
First United Methodist Church in Lufkin, Texas.

After the Houston event, Hamilton posted this on 
Facebook: “Much larger crowd than we expected and a 
lot of enthusiasm for Christ and for the UMC.”

Have the grassroots groups’ work resulted in any 
churches steering away from disaffiliation? 

The groups aren’t claiming that but believe they’re having 
an effect.

“There have definitely been some churches that have 
slowed their process,” West said.

Cory Smith and others in Celebrate UMC certainly feel 
they have helped shift the conversation in the Alabama-
West Florida Conference. The group recently published 
an open letter that’s collecting endorsement signatures 
from clergy and laity and getting circulated on social 
media.

“We believe that no institution or denomination is perfect, 
including The United Methodist Church,” the letter reads, 
“but this Church has called us, nurtured us and brought 
us into connection with God’s children of our conference 

and we will work to make it better each day.”

(Sam Hodges is a Dallas-based writer for United Methodist 
News. Heather Hahn contributed.) 

C O N F E R E N C E  
N E W S New administrative  

assistant joins IGRC staff
SPRINGFIELD – Becki Doolin 
has recently started on the IGRC 
staff as Administrative Assistant 
to Connectional Ministries and 
Congregational Development. 

She succeeds Christy Blickens-
derfer, who retired Aug. 15 and 
will also assume the part-time 
responsibilities in Congregational 
Development, who retired July 31.

In this role she’ll be assisting the Directors, staff, and 
committees that relate to our Connectional Ministries and 
Congregational Development work areas. Becki comes to 
our team with a strong history in administrative work for 
Catholic Charities and public schools.

“We’re so excited to have join our staff team,” said the Rev. 
Dr. Curtis Brown, IGRC director of connectional ministries. 
“She is already beginning to help us get better organized, 
and she is a great ‘voice on the phone’ for our IGRC 
church leaders who reach out to our offices. I know that 
her work will be blessing to many of our ministries.”

Becki can be reached through the Office of Connectional 
Ministries at the IGRC Conference Center at bdoolin@igrc.
org  or 217-529-2473.the 11th Century Saint, was a finalist for a Pulitzer 

Prize. Every book in the Buechner corpus is a pearl. 

For me, personally, It was his book, Telling The 
Truth: The Gospel As Comedy, Tragedy And 
Fairy Tale that was responsible for igniting the 
“Big Bang” of wonder, revelation and love in my 
soul for the awesome task of preaching. This 
book was the published form of his lectures 
in preaching given at Yale University for the 
prestigious Lyman Beecher Lecture Series In 
Preaching. In his lectures, Buechner described 
the task of the preacher of the Gospel, in our time 
or any time:

What is truth? Life is truth, the life of the world, 
your own life, and the life inside the world you are. 
The Task of the preacher is to hold up life to us; 
by whatever gifts he or she has of imagination, 
eloquence, simple candor, to create images of 
life through which we can somehow see into the 
wordless truth of our lives. Before the Gospel is 
good news, it is simply the news that that’s the way 
it is, whatever day it is of whatever year.

Whether it was his best-loved series about the 
quixotic-evangelist Leo Bebb, or his Peculiar 
Treasures: A Biblical Who’s Who, or any of his 
memoirs, Buechner was always on the prowl 
for discovering that “A-HA” moment where the 
Sacred and secular collided, and the ordinary in 
life was made holy. 

Like preachers of an earlier time, I too have 
been influenced by such pulpit greats as George 
Buttrick, Earnest Campbell, James Forbes, 
William Sloane Coffin, Barbara Brown Taylor and 
Fred Craddock. Add now, Frederick Buechner 
to that pantheon of preaching greats. We mourn 
his passing, but more importantly, we celebrate 
his witness of faith and his stories of the Gospel 
truth. Truly, Buechner’s was a life well lived. In 
his book Godric, Buechner most eloquently 
wrote about death and the coming to terms with 
Death’s reality, tempered by the power of life, 
grace and God’s goodness:

“What’s lost is nothing to what’s found, and all 
the death that ever was, set next to Life, would 
scarcely fill a cup.”

(Rev. Robin Lyons is a retired IGRC pastor, 
currently serving as pastor of Maryville St. Luke’s 
UMC in the Mississippi River District).

REMEMBERING BUECHNER 
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 3

The Rev. Tadeus Lawrence Mwadiwa, station chair at 
Old Mutare Mission, expressed joy and gratitude. “In 
addition to the outpatient department,” he said, “a new, 
state-of-the-art staff house was completed. This has 

demonstrated another level of a good standard.”

A small store on campus eases the burden of patients 
and caregivers.

“All these developments,” Mwandiwa said, “have made 
us proud as a church, and the hospital is now close to 
(becoming) a provincial hospital.”

Nzarayebani said her vision is to upgrade Old Mutare into 
a “self-containing unit where evidence-based medical 
care is offered by well-motivated staff in a Christian 
environment.”

She said improving staff welfare, including staff 
accommodation, is part of her dream.

“My last dream is to upgrade the hospital to a training 
institution linked to Africa University, which trains health 
personnel. I am very grateful to the Lord for all these 
achievements.”

HOW TO HELP
Donations can be made to United Methodist Global 
Ministries Advance #3021770 to support Abundant Health 
in Zimbabwe and around the world.

(Kudzai Chingwe is a communicator for the Zimbabwe 
East Conference.)

MUTARE HOSPITAL CONTINUED FROM 9

the Mutoko Mudzi and Harare Central districts.
The Rev. Oswell Kaseke, Harare Central District 

superintendent, said the collaboration between districts 
was tagged “culture immersion” and focused on 
sharing ministerial approaches and strategies as well as 
information on upcoming projects and needs.

“Importantly,” he noted, “for Harare Central District, 
a much-illuminated culture of self-help projects took 
center stage. The culmination of our dream was to find 
friends who could make our self-sustenance projects a 
living reality.

“Strides have been made in horticulture projects. 
A greenhouse is still needed to enhance our year-round 
productivity and feed into the nutritional grid of the 
community. A 400 fruit-tree orchard has been established, 
and a borehole has been drilled. However, more is still 
needed to make this infrastructure user-friendly.”

Efforts to acquire a water pump, solar installations 
and accommodation for security personnel are still 
underway. 

Working on mechanization of the farm, the district 
recently acquired a four-wheel drive tractor and is seeking 
tractor-drawn implements. Twenty-thousand bricks await 
construction of pigsties.

“By God’s grace,” Kaseke said, “we wish to train  
 

together, virtually and in person. The idea is to share how 
the laity participate alongside clergy in ministry.”

(Kudzai Chingwe is a communicator for the Zimbabwe 
East Conference.)

MISSION TRIP CONTINUED FROM 9

UMNews Photo by Kudzai Chingwe
Elithia Mukoma pushes her husband David Mukoma’s wheelchair while 
leaving the new outpatient department after getting treatment at Old 
Mutare Mission Hospital in Mutare, Zimbabwe. The new state-of-the-
art outpatient department is one of several updates to the institution 
that was founded in 1903. 

R E M A I N I N G  I N
T H E  U M C

Nyasha (with headset), a second grade student in the hard-of-hearing 
class at Nyadire Primary in Zimbabwe, tries out an auto-hearing machine 
machine donated to the school by the Northwest District of the Indiana 
Conference. Also pictured are David Czerwonky (left) with the Wesley 
Foundation of Purdue University; Janée LaFuze (center), Northwest 
District lay leader; Ruvarashe, another student; and teacher Everjoy 
Nyamukapa (far right). During a July 13-Aug. 4 mission trip, visitors from 
the Northwest District and the Wesley Foundation of Purdue connected 
with church members in the Zimbabwe Episcopal Area.

Important websites to consider 
during the discernment process:
Celebrate UMC (Alabama-West Florida) –  
 https://www.celebrateumc.org    

Stay UMC (North Alabama) –  
 https://www.stayumc.com

Abide South Georgia – https://www.abidesga.com

That We May Be One – https://twmbo.org/

Proud to Be UMC (Church of the Resurrection) –  
 https://proudtobeumc.com

IGRC Information on Disaffiliation –  
 https://www.igrc.org/disaffiliation 

GRASSROOT GROUPS  CONTINUED FROM PAGE 7 Bishop, Cabinet announce  
the first steps of reorganization
BY PAUL BLACK

SPRINGFIELD – Bishop Frank J. Beard and 
members of the Illinois Great Rivers Cabinet announced 
the composition of the five districts, beginning July 1, 
2023, as the first step toward reorganizing the conference 
for its mission.

The beginning steps were hammered out at a 
recent Cabinet retreat focused on meeting the needs of 
individual districts, pastors and churches. The Oct. 6 
announcement was shared via a live webcast from the 
Conference Center and streamed online.

A CALL TO PRAYER

The Bishop and Cabinet are calling upon 
congregations, pastors and laity to engage in a 28-day 
journey of Breakthrough Praying during the months of 
October and November.

“This reorganization process began and continues 
with prayer,” Bishop Beard said. “We are asking each of 
you to join us as we work to make refinements to our 
overall plan.

Believing the Psalmist who wrote, “Unless the Lord 
builds a house, the work of the builders is wasted,”  the 
Bishop, Extended Cabinet, and IGRC Committees are 
working on how to “build our [IGRC] house.”  They are 
inviting the entire Annual Conference to join with us in 
calling upon God to breakthrough and guide our plans.

Throughout October, they are covenanting together 
to pray for ONE MINUTE each day asking God to 
breakthrough and reveal God’s will.  You are welcome to 
utilize the following prayer provided or your own prayer.  
Opportunities will be provided throughout the IGRC to 
receive what you are hearing from God during this prayer 
time during October and November.

Gracious and Merciful God, we come before You 
acknowledging that Your ways are higher than ours and 
Your wisdom is greater than ours.  While we love and care 
deeply for our communities and congregations, Your Love 
for the people of and in IGRC is greater than ours.  We also 
know that You do nothing except in believing prayer.  So, we 
are calling out to You and asking for You to breakthrough 
in new and fresh ways.  Reveal to us and our leaders Your 
will, Your guidance, Your direction.  Bring Your wisdom as 
we seek to restructure in ways that will allow us to be more 
faithful and fruitful in making disciples of Jesus the Christ 
that will lead to our world being transformed in God-
glorifying ways.  Thank You, in advance, for working in and 
through us to accomplish Your plans and purposes.  Please 
speak for Your servant is listening….   Amen.

As you journey during this Breakthrough Prayer 
time, please share your reflections by visiting: https://
igrc-reg.brtapp.com/discernment  Your feedback will 
be a valuable part of guiding the process with its future 
decisions and refinements.

DISTRICT ALIGNMENTS

Beginning July 1, 2023, the Illinois Great Rivers 
Conference will go from 10 districts to five in accordance 
with a Cabinet recommendation that was approved by the 
2022 Annual Conference.

Two existing districts will merge into a single district 
with some minor reassignments of churches that may be 
announced at a later date. With the yoking of the districts, 
the number of churches in each new district range from 
131 to 169 churches. For the time being, both district 
names will be used in a hyphenated fashion to orient 
persons to the new alignment:

• Cache and Kaskaskia River districts 
• Sangamon and Mississippi River districts 
• Iroquois and Embarras River districts 
• Vermilion and Illinois River districts 
• LaMoine and Spoon River districts 

Assignment of district superintendents to the 
five districts, location of district offices as well as an 
announcement on administrative assistants will be 
announced in the near future.

WHAT WILL STAY THE SAME

“Recognizing that our mission does not change, even 
as the world around us constantly changes, our adaptative 
challenge is to ensure that our work assists people in 
experiencing and embracing the love and grace of Jesus 
Christ, through the clergy and laity of the IGRC, as we 
deal with challenges that are often vague and unique, 
during this season of liminality,” Bishop Beard said. “The 
district structure aims to reduce duplication of effort and 
micro-managing.”

Despite these adaptive changes much about the 
district operations will remain the same. Each district will 
be guided by a shared, clergy and lay leadership team, 
focused on the following:

• Spiritual care and support of clergy
• Building relationships 
• Building healthy churches
• A focus on mission and ministry
• Making disciples that make disciples

The new structure focuses on spiritual care and 
support of clergy; is flexible enough that leadership 
can be reorganized as district needs change; focuses 
on communication between district leadership and 
clergy/local churches and interprets Annual Conference 
priorities.

District superintendents will relate to the following 
district committees and ministries:

• District Committee on Ministry
• Lay Servant Ministries
• Committee on Building and Church Location
• United Women in Faith (formerly United 

Methodist Women)
• United Methodist Men (in districts where an 

organized UMM exists)

Each district will have a Nominating Committee that 
will assist with developing conference leadership.

Additional details that will undergird and support 
these tasks will be announced in the future.

NEXT STEPS

Work on the reorganization plan will be part of two 
upcoming meetings – the Oct. 15 Board of Laity meeting 
and the Oct. 22 meeting of the Connectional Table.

Each of the five regions comprising the new districts 
will be invited to attend Listening Sessions during the 
month of November aimed at hearing concerns and 
feedback to the proposed reorganization plan. The 
sessions are designed at providing additional explanation 
and clarify details to the plan. 

After the listening sessions are completed, each 
district’s leadership team will be formed and will begin 
functioning to ensure a smooth transition.

Dates will be announced as they are scheduled.

Bishop Beard and the Cabinet will also be inviting 
everyone to a season of prayer during Advent and Lent as 
the plan is refined and developed to a final plan.

 Northside of Little Grassy    
 Camp to be decommissioned
MAKANDA – Friends of Little Grassy Camp are invited 
to gather for the decommissioning of the Northside 
of Little Grassy at 11 a.m., Tuesday, Oct. 18, prior to its 
return to the Crab Orchard National Wildlife Refuge. 

Together we will praise God for the ministry that has 
taken place on the Northside of camp and anticipate 
what God will continue to do through Little Grassy. 
The service will take place lakefront on the Northside. 
Seating will be available and in the case of inclement 
weather, we will gather inside the Northside Dining 
Hall. 

Parking will be available on either side of camp. 
Guests are welcome to hike to the service or enjoy 
a tractor-pulled wagon ride departing from the 
Southside parking lot at 10:45 am. Following the 
service, everyone is invited to return to the Southside 
Dining Hall for lunch and fellowship. Overnight 
accommodations are available and may be scheduled 
by reaching out to the camp at 618-457-6030 or 
littlegrassy@igrc.org.
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IGRC teams place 4th, 5th in  
recent Virgin Pulse Challenge

C O N F E R E N C E  
N E W S

 

UNITED MEDIA  
RESOURCE CENTERUMRC

Former communications staffer  
heads to Purdue University 
WEST LAFAYETTE, Ind.  – Former editor and writer for 
The Current has been selected as a communicator at Purdue 
University. 

Stephen J. Hustedt has spent the past nine years as 
Conference communicator for the Upper New York 
Conference and seven years prior to this, was Conference 
Communicator in the Desert Southwest Conference.

“I have greatly valued my time with the Upper New York 
Conference and the United Methodist Church as a whole,” Steve said. “And I 
especially value all the amazing people I have been blessed to be in ministry with 
over the years.”

The Rev. Bill Gottschalk-Fielding, UNY Director of Connectional Ministries and 
Executive Assistant to the Bishop said, “Steve is a skilled communicator who has 
always led first and foremost out of his faith. He loves Jesus and everything he is up 
to in our world and loves to help churches tell that story.”

His award-winning work has been recognized by both the United Methodist 
Association of Communicators (UMAC) and the Religion Communicators Council.

Hustedt was a staff member of The Current and part of the IGRC Communications 
team before leaving in 2006 for the Desert Southwest Conference. 

Doctor of MinistryDoctor of Ministry
Spiritual Leadership in Spiritual Leadership in 

Unsettled TimesUnsettled Times

Offered in 
partnership with the 
United Methodist 
Church of the 
Resurrection and 
Industrial Areas 
Foundation

spst.edu
(913) 253-5084
admiss@spst.edu

Resources available to borrow from the UMRC!

Items can be sent to your church or home address and can be 
requested from the online catalog: www.igrc.org/umrc  
or by email: umrc@igrc.org

No rental fee – the only cost to churches is return postage.

DVD studies:
#101106 Art of Hospitality: A Practical Guide for a Ministry  
 of Radical Welcome (7 segments)
#106069 Five Marks of a Methodist: The Fruit of a Living Faith  
 (6 sessions)
#106081 Five Means of Grace: Experience God's Love the  
 Wesleyan Way (6 sessions)
#108073 How to Lead in a World of Distraction: Maximizing Your  
 Influence by Turning Down the Noise (6 sessions)
#115026 One Faithful Promise: The Wesleyan Covenant for  
 Renewal (6 sessions)
#119164 Scripture and the Wesleyan Way: A Bible Study  
 on Real Christianity (8 sessions)
#120074 Top 10 United Methodist Beliefs (6 sessions)
#123100 Wesley Challenge: 21 Days to a More Authentic Faith  
 (3 sessions)
#123117 Wesley Prayer Challenge: 21 Days to a Closer Walk  
 with Christ (3 sessions)
#123069 Wesleyan Way: A Faith That Matters (8 sessions)

Trauma support groups offer hope
MT. VERNON – Faith communities can bring hope to 
persons who are healing from trauma by offering an 
on-going support group in their community. People have 
endured loss, experienced violence, and a number of other 
wounding events. 

A new edition of Triumph Over Trauma has just been 
released for use in faith communities.  It is downloadable 
and free of charge. A three-hour, online workshop 
is provided for facilitators to be trained in using 
the curriculum. The curriculum has accompanying 
supplements for unique groups (Christian, Jewish, Islamic, 
and Native American).  

Rev. Carol Lakota Eastin (IGRC 
elder and pastoral counselor) and 
Rev. Michelle Oberwise Lacock 
(N. IL elder and clinical pastoral 
educator) have co-authored the 
Native American supplement. 

About Triumph Over Trauma 
Triumph Over Trauma is a 
facilitator-led group model 

created by the National Association of State Mental 
Health Program Directors (NASMHPD) in partnership with 
Harper Hill Global, a non-profit based in Nashville, TN. The 
program is based on the NASMHPD’s TAMAR (Trauma, 
Addictions, Mental health, And Recovery) curriculum, 
which has been used for two decades, providing mental 
health support to individuals who otherwise do not 
have access. As part of the program, the public is invited 
to text HOPE to 615-933-5387 to receive messages of 
encouragement and support. 

For the downloadable resources go to: https://www.
triumphovertrauma.info/ 

Grant funds Native American 
research project
With the support of the Henry Luce Foundation, the 
Association of Theological Schools has awarded $50,000 
to Perkins faculty member Dr. Jeanne Stevenson-
Moessner for a research project titled Healing with Dignity: 
Spiritual and Pastoral Care in Native America. 

“This project will gather the experience and knowledge 
of practitioners serving in native American contexts into 
a resource that can be made available across geographic 
and cultural boundaries,” said Stevenson-Moessner. “Using 

the indigenous tradition of sharing important teachings 
orally and collaboratively in community, Perkins will host 
a gathering where persons can consult around a variety 
of pastoral care topics relevant to contemporary Native 
American communities.”

Stevenson-Moessner will co-lead the project with the 
Rev. Dr. Michelle Oberwise Lacock, a clinical pastoral 
educator of Lakota ancestry and a retired elder in the 
Northern Illinois conference (UMC), and the Rev. Carol 
Lakota Eastin, a pastoral counselor/psychotherapist, 
retired District Superintendent in the Illinois Great Rivers 
conference (UMC) of Lakota heritage. 

Three Henry Luce Fellows at Perkins will serve as 
an advisory committee: Dr. Ruben Habito (World 
Religions, Spiritual Formation), Dr. Beka Miles (Ethics), 
and Stevenson-Moessner (Pastoral Care and Pastoral 
Theology).

Retired pastor publishes book on 
missionary service in Bolivia
TEMPE, Ariz. – IGRC retired pastor, the Rev. Paul F. 
McCleary has just published a book on his missionary 
service in Bolivia. 

McCleary, who served Reddick-
Essex as a student pastor and later 
McDowell-Center, spent nearly 40 
years in missionary service with 
the Methodist and later, United 
Methodist Church. 

He retired in 1995 as executive 
director of the Christian Children’s 
Fund. His active ministry included 

serving five years as missionary to Bolivia, was executive 
secretary of the Bolivia Conference; executive secretary 
on the Commission on Structure Study; Assistant General 
Secretary for Latin American Affairs, executive director 
for Church World Service and associate of the Division of 
Overseas Ministries; and associate general secretary for 
research for the General Council of Ministries.

Building for the New: Bolivian Methodism and the Last Ten 
Years of Transition from Mission to Church, was published 
in April and is available through Amazon.com in both 
hardcover ($21.99) and Kindle ($3.99) formats.

The book takes place in the poorest country in South 
America. In fact, in considering the Western Hemisphere, 
it ranks next to last, with only Haiti being poorer, yet it is a 
country rich in national resources.

The book covers one of the most tenuous times in 
Bolivian history. While it is the story of a missionary family, 
the book provides unusual insight to the rapid change 
occurring at so many levels in the country.

The book points to the 1952 revolution as the starting 
point of a vastly significant process of social and political 
transformation that has bought Bolivia to its present status. 
Bolivia has a history of political change occurring not at 
the ballot box but most frequently by a military coup. The 
’52 revolution was like the jump start to a battery which, in 
this case, triggered the political awakening of the majority 
of indigenous communities long held in a semi-feudal 
condition.

The book draws out the many external influences which 
played a role in defining the outcome of the transition. 
Bolivia’s natural resources were a tempting prize from 
the early colonial period when gold and silver were the 
attractions for Spain. During World War II, the metals tin, 
zinc, and tungsten were important to the United States. 
More recently, for the time period covered by the book, 
it was the petroleum and forest products. The external 
influences were more than economic. The book covered 
the range from former Nazis to Cuban communists.

The thread running through the book is about the life 
of a missionary family. It is the story of a young couple 
with three children who left the comfort and security of 
the U.S. Midwest farming communities to serve Christ as 
missionaries to Bolivia.

However, the book does much more. It reveals how these 
Americans adjust into what is a semi-hostile environment 
struggling to cast off its colonial past where 80 percent of 
the population was kept from participating in society by 
literacy voting laws.

The book draws on sources as diverse as academic 
studies done as degree work by former missionaries, to 
declassed information from the State Department files. 
Events, both local and global, had their impact. Such 
political currents as those represented by Nazi Klaus 
Barbie and communist Che Guevara occurred in Bolivia. 
On the world scene, it ranged from Peron in Argentina to 
the assassination of President Kennedy in the U.S.

While the book is about a missionary family, it so 
contextualizes them into the social, economic, and 
political situation in Bolivia, one comes away with a 
deeper appreciation for and understanding of those who 
dedicate their lives to the well-being of the world’s poorest 
and most marginalized.

WIU Wesley Foundation sets  
new direction with new director
The WIU Wesley Foundation is headed 
in a new direction with a new director at 
the helm. 

Kim Woods, who serves as the 
Discipleship Director at Macomb Wesley 
UMC, is now serving as the current 
Wesley Foundation Director. Both Wesley 
UMC and the Wesley Foundation are 
exploring a partnership in ministry, 
sharing various resources, & working 
together to serve area college students & 
young adults. 

The current student board seeks to be a 
more inclusive organization. Their three 
word mission statement is as simple as 

ABC: Accepting, Belonging, Community. 
The mission of the Wesley Foundation is 
to be accepting of God and one another, 
belonging together in a community of 
love on campus and beyond. The Wesley 
Foundation serves free suppers on 
Sundays at 6:30pm & has Thrive worship 
service on Thursdays at 8pm. The WIU 
Wesley Foundation is located at 1325 W. 
University Drive in Macomb, IL. 

For more information about you can 
get involved with the WIU Wesley 
Foundation, contact Kim Woods via email 
(kim@macombwesleyumc.com) or call 
Macomb Wesley UMC at (309) 833-2153

PROVIDENCE, R.I.   – Two teams from 
the IGRC placed fourth and fifth among 
362 United Methodist teams in a recent 
Virgin Pulse Steps Challenge.

In all, more than 15,000 United 
Methodists took part in the competition.

Both teams came in at right around 2 
million steps for the duration of the 
challenge, which was a little less than a 
month. There were IGRC retirees on both 
teams.

The members of the fourth place team 
were: Janet Roy, Ron Dickinson, Randy 
Robinson, Carol Sapp, and Camilla 
Hempstead.

Members of the fifth place team were: 
Taryn Flake, Rick Van Giesen, Barb Van 

Giesen, Carol Fleming and Brad Lewis.

Virgin Pulse impacts more than 100 
million people across 190 countries at 
more than 4,000 organizations, including 
many of the Fortune 500, major 
employers, government organizations, 
health plans, and health systems, who 
utilize Virgin Pulse to help improve the 
health and wellbeing of their populations. 
United Methodist pastors are provided 
this as part of their pension plan through 
Wespath.

Photo courtesy of Kim Woods

The UMRC is now located at Kumler Outreach Ministries, a ministry of the 
Kumler United Methodist Church in Springfield. The new mailing address is:
 Kumler Outreach Ministries
 Attn: United Media Resource Center
 303 E North Grand Ave
 Springfield IL 62702-3822
The new phone number is 217-523-2269, which is the number for Kumler 
Outreach Ministries. When the receptionist answers, ask for the United Media 
Resource Center. The UMRC hours of operation are in flux so it’s likely that you 
will need to leave a voice message. Please do so and include your name and 
church name in your message.

Questions, comments? Contact us at umrc@igrc.org
If you are interested in volunteering at the UMRC during weekday hours, 

please call 217-523-2269 and ask for Sharon Brown.

Books:
#816256 Disciples Making Disciples: A Guide for Covenant Discipleship  
 Groups and Class Leaders – for use with adult groups (235 pages)
#816209 Everyday Disciples: Covenant Discipleship with Youth (104 pages)
#816257 Growing Everyday Disciples: Covenant Discipleship  
 with Children (120 pages)
#816118 Seven Things John Wesley Expected Us to Do for Kids (80 pages)
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Pastor Appreciation Month —  Make a gift in honor or 
memory to the Preachers’ Aid Society and Benefit Fund!

Preachers’ Aid Society 
and Benefit Fund 

Who was / is the positive 
clergy influence in YOUR life?

We give thanks for all those who 
have served, and are serving.

God bless you!

Upcoming Events:
Lunch & Reviews:
   October 20:  ARMS at West Salem Trinity in Mt. Vernon
   October 24:  Chatham UMC
   October 25:  Champaign Faith UMC
   October 28:  Willow Hill UMC East Peoria
Review only:
   November 7 in Bloomington
Holiday luncheon & celebration:
   December 5:  Yulefest at Normal Morningstar UMC
Pre-Retirement Seminar:
   January 19-20:  Doubletree in Mt. Vernon

Send gifts to:
PASBF, P.O. Box 19207, 

Springfield IL 62794-9207

For more information on any of these  
go to pasbf.org or call 217-529-3221.


