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What’s Happening
in the Holiday Month
of December!

“The light shines in the
darkness, and the darkness
doesn’t extinguish the light.”
(John 1:5 CEB)
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Christmas Eve •
Saturday, December 24th
7 and 9:30 p.m.
Traditional Candlelight
Services with Familiar
Scripture Readings and
favorite Christmas Carols
Please note that
there will be only
ONE worship
service at
11 a.m. on Sunday,
December 25th.
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by Dr. W. Douglas Hood, Jr.
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The God Who Carries Us

“Bel crouches down; Nebo cowers. Their idols sit
on animals, on beasts. The objects you once carried
about are now borne as burdens by the weary animals.”
Isaiah 46:1 (Common English Bible)

One of the most moving – an inspiring – moments in any athletic completion

is that one where an athlete stumbles and another competitor goes back to offer
help. The tone of the moment is transformed from a test of strength and speed to
one of mutual humanity, sharing in one another’s frailties. Such moments remind us
of something nobler than defeating another in a game of skill, strength, and speed.
Competition may push each of us to realize our best potential – and that is good. But
more extraordinary are moments that reveal our common infirmities; moments where
we strengthen one another in the storms of life.

This is not so with God; it must not be so. Unfailing strength is the very nature

of God. Yet, here Isaiah fashions for us a sharp contrast between gods that are carried
and a God that carries us or, as Henry Sloane Coffin once observed, “Between religion
as a load and religion as a lift.”[i]In another of Isaiah’s tirades against idols, against
imaginary gods, he provides the reader with graphic clarity the gods of Babylon
bobbing and swaying in an absurdly undignified fashion on the backs of animals.
Weary from the weight of these gods, the animals strain to move forward as the
frightened devotees lead the animals to a place of safety away from the invading
armies. What a picture; ordinary, mortal human beings struggling to secure the safety
of gods! Isaiah intends for this to strike us as absurd.

Isaiah then contrast this ridiculous image with the living God, the God who bore

Israel in his arms from its birth and has carried it ever since. The prophet would have
us understand that a burdensome religion is a false religion; that a god which must
be taken care of is not a faith that can sustain us. Israel needs, as do we, a faith that
takes cares of us. Communion with the God of Israel is a faith that always shifts the
weight of life to God, not the other way around. And Isaiah wants us to know that if
we ever feel that we are carrying our religion, that if faith has become burdensome,
then our gaze has moved from the one, true living God.
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The wonderful teacher of the Christian faith, Paul Tillich, once commented that

we are not asked to grasp the faith of the Old and New Testament but, rather, are
called to be grasped by it. A Christian’s beliefs are not a set of propositions which we
are compelled to accept. That would be a burdensome religion. The Christian faith
is an invitation from a living God to come and be held in God’s grasp, to be lifted
and carried along through the difficulties of life we must all face. We may struggle
at times to free ourselves from God’s embrace, to go through life alone, in our own
strength. But sooner or later, we will become as weary as the animals carrying the
idols of Bel and Nebo. And when we are depleted, God will be there. v
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If you or a family member
are hospitalized, please
notify the church office.
Even if you give the
name of the church upon
admission, the hospital
will NOT notify us.

“… creative, thoughtful, inspirational and uplifting all at the same time.”
(From the Foreword by William J. Carl III, PhD
Senior Pastor, Independent Presbyterian Church, Birmingham, Alabama
Former President, Pittsburgh Theological Seminary)
“… these devotionals might just change your life … as they are changing mine!”
(Rev. Dr. Thomas K. Tewell, Executive Director, Macedonian Ministry)
“… Gathered here are reflections for the faithful and for those who seek more
from their walk with Christ.”
(John Randolph, Attorney, West Palm Beach, Florida)
“… Insightful, articulate and inspirational, Dr. Hood’s pastor’s heart and active
personal faith shine through brightly.”
(Daniel K. Klein, Irving Texas, Retired President, Texas Presbyterian Foundation, and
now a Church Consultant) v

A Basic Approach to Spiritual Growth
Formative Practices
Worship Regularly
Pray Daily
Learn & Apply God’s Word
Participate in a Ministry
Give Financially
Time in Solitude with God
Identify a regular time each day to be alone with God for a minimum of twenty minutes reading the
Bible and prayer. Also helpful is the use of a devotional guide such as Dr. Hood’s Heart & Soul
available from the church.
Time in Community with Others
One hour each week, spend time with one or more people reading the Bible and discussing the
application to life today. Also share how your faith is growing or faith challenges you are facing.
This may be done with a spouse, children, or friends. Make it enjoyable with a beverage and snacks.
Time Sharing Your Faith with Another
Our faith expands richly by sharing with another person how we are personally experiencing God or
what we are discovering by our personal reading of the Bible. Be intentional and do this once or twice
each year with different people like colleagues at work or friends in social circles.
		

© W. Douglas Hood, Jr.
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Deacons’ Corner
by Mary Martinéz

Thoughts on Living the Joy of Christmas Beyond December 25

Christmas always brings back

memories of the past and is a time
for enjoying the present. But what
about the future: the days and
months that lie ahead until another
December 25th rolls around?
How can we hold on to the hope
and joy? How can we experience
that sense of being freed from
our worries and burdens that
comes with celebrating Christ’s
taking on human form? And
how can we remain constant in
our focus on The Light when all
the sparkling decorations that
illuminate our homes, churches,
and communities come down?

I realized that when I sing the

Christmas hymns, what most often
touches my heart are the words
that speak to our longing to live
in the joyous light of Christmas
morning all year long. While on
Christmas Eve we are lifted up to
sing joyfully with the angels, we
know that it is a challenge to hold
onto this experience of God’s
presence.

H ere are some of my
thoughts about sustaining the joy
of Christmas, inspired by three
familiar hymns.
God With Us: Remembering
What “Emmanuel” Means
“O Come, O Come, Emmanuel”
“O come, Thou Day-Spring, come
and cheer our spirits by thine
advent here; Disperse the gloomy
clouds of night, and death’s dark
shadows put to flight.

Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall
come to thee, O Israel.”

F or

me, the words and the
music line of this hymn have always
expressed my longing for, and hope
of, renewal -- a fresh start. It pictures
the lifting of the darkness that we
so often walk through in the world
around us (horrible events we read
about constantly) and the struggles
and disappointments in our own
hearts and minds. It urges me to
embrace Christ’s willingness to be
right next to me every step, each day.
What a difference it makes to know
He is “God with us.”
God in Us: Nurturing the Joy of
Christ in Our Hearts
“O Little Town of Bethlehem”
“O holy Child of Bethlehem, descend
to us, we pray; Cast out our sin and
enter in, be born in us today.”

I love the words, “be born in
us today.” It is something that I
can earnestly pray for: that Christ
would inhabit my heart, my mind,
and my body so that everything I
do might reflect his love and bring
me his oneness with God. What an
amazing idea: that through Christ’s
descending to earth to take on human
form, and the indwelling of the Holy
Spirit that remained with us as he
ascended, we can have God inside
of us! We can be reunited with him,
repairing the separation that began
with Adam and Eve’s transgression
in the garden. That is a joy to carry
us beyond December 25th.
4

God Guiding Us: Keeping Our
Eyes Fixed on Christ’s Light
“As with Gladness Men of Old”
“As with gladness, men of old did
the guiding star behold; As with
joy they hailed its light, leading
onward, beaming bright; So, most
gracious Lord, may we evermore
be led to thee.”

The image of the Wise Men
persistently following the star to find
the Christ Child is a powerful one
for our lives and Christian growth.
It was not a short or easy journey –
it probably took years, but they did
not give up or question that there was
a miracle at the end of their efforts.
Sometimes they may have had to
detour because there were obstacles,
or to rest or get new supplies, but
they did not take their eyes off the
star. They kept moving forward,
at whatever speed was possible for
that segment of the journey, toward
their goal. This is a lesson and an
encouragement to us when we feel
we may have wandered from the path
or the going is difficult. We need
only look for the star and redirect
our path in that direction. The star is
always there, as is Christ’s guidance
for our lives, as long as we look for it.
May the hope of
Christmas stay with
you in the new year!
vvv

Deacons’ Corner
by Mary Martinéz

The Deacons’ Christmas Tree
By the time you read this column, the gifts and donations that you so generously provide to
support our Christmas giving project will be returning so that we can deliver them to our partner
agencies for distribution to the children and families who are receiving our help. There is still time to
stop by the beautiful Deacons’ Tree in the Narthex and pick up a tag or two and help spread Christmas
joy. This year, we plan to provide 360 gifts and 280 gift cards.

As you spend time in prayer and join in the joyous worship services that surround the celebration
of the birth of Christ, take a moment to remember the recipients of your gifts and know that you have
made a difference in the lives of others. Through your actions, you have shared the blessing of the
coming of our Savior and lived out his words to us, “Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the
least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me.” (Matthew 25:40) v
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Meet Our New Director of Youth, College
and Young Adult Ministry
by Rev. Ben Sorensen

Hello, I am Ben Sorensen, your

new Director of Youth and Young
Adult Ministry. It is great to be joining
your church family! I am very excited
to be working with Dr. Hood and the
great staff at First Presbyterian Church
of Delray Beach. I thought I might
share a little bit about me and my
call to your church. I am married to
Anna Sorensen who is the Associate
Director of Development at the NSU
Art Museum Fort Lauderdale and we
are the proud parents of Alexandra (2)
and Louise (2 months). The four of
us live in downtown Ft. Lauderdale
and my mother, Donna, and my Aunt
Mary live close to us which is a huge
blessing especially in helping with our
daughters.

I have long had multiple interests
and education pursuits. My educational
background includes a Doctor of
Ministry from Amridge University

(2013), a Master of Science of
Strategic Intelligence from the National
Intelligence University (2013), a Master
of Divinity from Amridge University
(2010), Juris Doctor from Georgetown
University Law Center (2007), a Master
of Arts of Leadership from Duquesne
University (2002), and a Bachelor of
Arts from Emory University (2000).
I am the Vice President of Optimum
Associates, LLC, which provides sales
and leadership training to corporate
and non-profit organizations. I am also
a Lieutenant in the U.S. Navy Reserve
where I specialize in intelligence in
support of operational warfare. I am
currently attached to the Pentagon
supporting the Joint Chiefs of Staff
and am in Washington D. C. on duty
usually three days a month.

Temporary Supply Pastor of First
Presbyterian Church of Pompano
Beach, and most recently as the
Temporary Supply Pastor of Hobe
Sound Community Presbyterian
Church. My favorite scripture is
a portion of Luke 12:48 which
says, “From everyone to whom much
has been given, much will be required;
and from the one to whom much has
been entrusted, even more will be
demanded.” I believe Christ calls us to
proclaiming his gospel truth through
love, word and action. The opportunity
to work with youth and young adults is
an incredibly exciting area of ministry
for me. Please feel free to email, call or
text me anytime. My cell phone number
is 954-802-3311 and my email address
is bensorensen@firstdelray.com.

In ministry, I have served as the
Associate Pastor at First Presbyterian
Church of Ft. Lauderdale, the

I look forward to meeting you!
vvv

The Ministry of a Deacon
by Dr. W. Douglas Hood, Jr., Senior Pastor

The

ministry of a Deacon is a
wonderful call to service. Deacons are
the “caregivers” of the congregation. In
this large congregation, people have all
kinds of needs – they are recovering from
surgery, grieving, lonely, ill, or simply
in need of Christian compassion and
fellowship. In a very real way, Deacons
are the hands and heart of Jesus Christ. In
the Book of Acts, the sixth chapter, the
disciples of Jesus launched the ministry
of Deacons for that purpose – to care

for the emotional, spiritual and physical
needs of church members. Serving as a
Deacon of First Presbyterian Church
of Delray Beach is a privilege and a
blessing. It is also an opportunity to
experience spiritual growth as you
care for others. As Deacons share in
this ministry of compassion alongside
one another, they come to know the
membership of the church more deeply
and develop a better sense of the burdens
our church members carry. They become
a ministry of hope to people who have
become desperate for hope.

Deacons

serve for three years,
6

receive training for this ministry and
enjoy the appreciation of the church
each year with a complementary, catered
lunch in the month of December with
their spouses and receive a beautiful gift.
If you are aware of someone who would
serve well as the “hands and heart”
of Jesus Christ, ask them if you may
nominate them for this ministry, then
contact the church office. Perhaps you
have been looking for an opportunity to
serve Jesus Christ meaningfully in this
church and feel this is the right place for
you. Self-nominations are encouraged
and welcomed. v

Stewardship – 2017
Kurt Bagwell and daughter, Kirby, gave the following Minute
for Stewardship during the November 6, 2016 worship services.

Good morning.

Today is a special day, and I would be remiss if I did not start by saying

“happy birthday” to my beautiful wife of 27 years and mother of our four
children, Dorinda. Happy Birthday! You look great for being 37.

Kirby and I wanted to take a brief minute today and give you an update

on our capital campaign for our long term campus project, and then discuss
our 2017 annual stewardship drive for operating expenses.

As a reminder on the capital campaign, our goal was to raise $3.5 million dollars to redevelop our facilities and

property. To date we have committed funds totaling almost 87 % or $3.05M dollars, and will be driving towards
gaining commitments for the remaining 13% in early 2017. We are thankful to God to be at the fundraising levels
we have already attained, it has truly been spectacular. But we have a little farther to go. For each of you that
committed funds for this project I say “thank you.” For those who haven’t, I strongly encourage you to do so, we
need your support.

For an update on the project work itself, it is really broken into three phases – the first being the renovation

of the old Christian Education Building next door, including new windows, doors, LED lighting, floors and paint.
This part of the project is completed and if you haven’t had the chance to walk through there yet and see the
space, I encourage you to do so, it really came out great. The second phase of the project is to demolish the five
old yellow houses we have used for years as ancillary facilities. They are cleaned out, utilities disconnected, and
we are only awaiting the final permit from the city to accomplish the demolition. Once that is complete, the third
part of the project will take place next summer, and will include an expanded Narthex with new bathrooms, a new
driveway and large covered drop off area that is level with our Sanctuary floor, as well as expanded and enhanced
parking and landscaping. This portion of the project is under review by the City right now, and we hope to break
ground early next summer and complete everything by the fall.

Again, more to come on the Capital Campaign in January.
Today what I really need you to focus on is your financial commitment to our 2017 operating budget, hence

today is the kickoff of the annual Stewardship campaign. As you know, all organizations, including ours, need
cash to pay our staff, operate our buildings, support our local mission activities, and to continue to provide a solid
Christian foundation for our congregation’s members and visitors through a fabulous, solemn house of worship
and a variety of Christian support and activities.
continued on page 8
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Stewardship – 2017 continued from page 7

Every year our budget is very tight. The staff, Trustees and Session members work hard to manage every

expense detail. Line item budgets are created in advance and managed and reviewed monthly. We have an excellent
track record of managing to those plans each year. But as with any organization, matching the donations needed
with the expenses is a constant challenge, and we are no exception.

In my professional career I have a role in International business which takes me constantly all over the world,

but most often to Latin America. Most of the countries I travel to are far less prosperous than ours. Generally the
people I meet with in these places have nowhere near the same level of security, infrastructure and sources of
income, to live like we do. Yet many of them are prosperous in their own way – they live life to its fullest, they
value church and family, and they sacrifice to support both. The financial resources we have in this country are
far greater on a relative basis – but the question is – how will we live our lives? Are we doing everything we can
to support our families, our neighbors, our church and those in need? Or are we holding on too tight?

In the New Testament Book of Acts, we are reminded by Paul who says: “In all things I have shown you that

by working hard in this way we must help the weak and remember the words of the Lord Jesus, who he himself
said, ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’”

The Bible speaks to financial support for the church in many places. It is an age old issue that our Lord Jesus

Christ spoke of long ago. So first you heard it from him, now you are hearing it from me. And now you will once
again hear it from my daughter Kirby!

Good Morning! Today starts the drive for our 2017 annual stewardship campaign. You will be receiving in

the mail this week your 2017 Estimate of Giving pledge cards. I encourage you to strongly consider what you can
give – what you can really give - to help support our church and everything it touches around us - and those it
benefits - yourselves included. Be generous. Go the extra mile. Do a bit more than you did last year. Let’s continue
to lead the way as a “growing” church. It’s up to all of us to make this happen. There are no other magical sources
of money – other than of course my Dad’s credit card on the weekends! I will be making my pledge this week as
I do every year. I hope you do the same. Thank you for your consideration. v

Celebration of Eternal Life…
Our Deepest Sympathies as a congregation is extended
to the families of the following members
upon the death of their loved one:

– Josina Van Haasteren –
– Jean Newman –
8
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As of November 10, 2016

Distinguished
Preacher
Series
Capital Campaign Goal: $3,500,000
Amount Pledged: $3,023,255
Amount Received: $1,238,542

We Welcome to Our
Membership
Carolyn Ambrosait
Cynthia Dover
John Dover

We are pleased to announce

Ashley Eccles

that William Carl, III has accepted
our invitation to preach on Sunday,
January 22nd as part of our
Distinguished Preacher Series.

Ralph Eccles
Wendy Jones

D r.

Carl is the Senior
Pastor of the 2,200- member
Independent Presbyterian Church
in Birmingham. He is the PastPresident of Pittsburgh Theological
Seminar and former pastor of the
1,700 member First Presbyterian
Church in Dallas. Dr. Carl is the
author of eight books and multiple
scholarly articles and reviews. v

David Love
Mary Rose O’Connell
Joseph Toth

o
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Worth Watching

Arrival and the Transformative Power of Empathy
A Movie Review by Nathanael Hood, MA,
New York University

Nobody knows what the Heptapods want

a state of not-knowing? What need does a species have for inquiry
if the answers to all questions are already known?

when they first arrive on earth. Twelve of their
egg-shaped vessels hover all over the planet, scattered
in a seemingly random pattern. Once every 18 hours,
the bottoms of their ships open, allowing outsiders access
inside so they can meet with them through an impenetrable
force field. The handful of scientists and soldiers who ascend
into the ship positioned above Montana all have different
agendas. US Army Colonel Weber (Forest Whitaker) wants
to determine if they’re invaders or conquerors. Theoretical
physicist Ian Donnelly (Jeremy Renner) wants to exchange
technologies and sciences. But all linguist Louise Banks (Amy
Adams) wants is to communicate with them. She knows more
than perhaps any other human being about languages and how
cultures communicate with each other. Slowly throughout the
course of Denis Villeneuve’s Arrival she decodes their bizarre
written language, a bizarre series of asymmetrical circles with
no beginning or end. Each line, dash, and swirl of the circle
completely alters the phrase’s meaning. To understand their
language, Banks must literally learn how to think like the
Heptapods. And in learning to think like the Heptapods, her
life—indeed, all of humanity—is irrevocably changed.

Y

et Banks and her team spend weeks carefully studying
the aliens and attempting to communicate with them. But their
work gets interrupted when all twelve spaceships transmit a
simultaneous message: “Offer Weapon.” Banks insists that their
word for “Weapon” might be the same as “Tool” and they may be
trying to initiate trade, but the message has spooked the various
world governments to a point of mass hysteria. As international
cooperation disintegrates as armies all over the world mobilize for
a pre-emptive strike, Banks starts receiving odd visions. It would
seem that learning the Heptapod’s language has literally begun to
rewrite her neural pathways. For the first time, she understands
what she needs to do to save the future of both of their species.

The metaphor isn’t hard to miss: by taking the time

understand our neighbors, we transform ourselves. Surrendering
to fear and mistrust does more than hurt our communities and
nations, they stagnate our own development as thinking, feeling
human beings and thinking, feeling followers of Christ. We must
allow ourselves to give up our old ways and prejudices and be
transformed through Jesus into messengers of hope, peace, and
love on this earth. As it is written:
“So, brothers and sisters, because of God’s mercies, I
encourage you to present your bodies as a living sacrifice that
is holy and pleasing to God. This is your appropriate priestly
service. Don’t be conformed to the patterns of this world, but be
transformed by the renewing of your minds so that you can figure
out what God’s will is—what is good and pleasing and mature.”
(Romans 12:1-2 CEB)

Arrival couldn’t have come at a better time. Our politics
have never been more divisive. Our rhetoric has never been
more hateful. Our willingness to listen to and love our neighbor
has atrophied to a near gangrenous rot. Yet Villeneuve’s
new film claims that the only thing that can truly transform
humanity is the simple power of empathy. It’s difficult to go
too deeply into the plot of Arrival without revealing ruinous
spoilers. What’s worse, unlike most films, how its story is told
is just as important as its story itself. So I must tread carefully.
Essentially, Arrival explores the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, a
theory which claims that a language’s structure affects how its
speakers interpret and interact with the world. Fairly early on
Banks discovers that the Heptapod’s language is non-linear,
meaning that their species interprets time completely differently
than humans. Whereas humans experience time in a straight
line, Heptapods experience the past, present, and future all at
the same time. So how do you ask questions of such a species?
Can questions even exist for Heptapods since questions assume

The more I reflect on Arrival, the more and more I see the

entire film as a metaphor for personal transformation through
Christ—the Heptapods being the metaphor for God, Banks being
a regular human, and the Heptapod’s language as the Gospel.
But to say more would ruin the film. Go see it. Open your eyes,
open your minds, open your hearts to the unknown and to the
wondrous.
vvv
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LONGEST NIGHT – DECEMBER 18th
by Rev. Jo Garnett, Associate for Pastoral Care

Christmas can be a painful time for some.

It may be the first Christmas without a loved family
member who has recently died; it may be a time that has always been difficult.

The constant refrain on the radio and television, in shopping malls and churches, about the
happiness of the season, about getting together with family and friends, reminds many people of what
they have lost or never had. The anguish of broken relationship, the insecurity of unemployment, the
weariness of ill health, the pain of isolation – all these can make us feel very alone. We need the space
and time to acknowledge our sadness and concern; we need to know we are not alone.

We need encouragement to live the days ahead of us. We are going to offer a special “Longest
Night” service on Sunday, December 18th at 5 p.m. in Fellowship Hall.

Come and join us in sharing and hearing prayers, Scripture, and music that acknowledge that
God’s presence is for those who mourn, for those who struggle, and that God’s Word comes to shine
light into our darkness. Everyone is welcome. The short service will be followed by a brief time for
light refreshments and fellowship.

If you are unable to drive, we will provide transportation if you call the church office. v

by Kari Shipley

Christmas Eve Offering

For several years, our church has been collecting plastic bottle caps for Caps of Love which are
then recycled and the proceeds buy wheelchairs for handicapped children. Our Christmas Eve Offering will
be the purchase of batteries for these wheelchairs. Many recipients of these wheelchairs cannot afford the
expensive batteries which range in price from $400- $900 nor can they afford to refurbish the electric chairs
which can cost up to $1,000. The donated wheelchairs are life changing for these children and their families
by allowing them to live a more normal life with a sense of freedom and independence. Please help us make
a life changing difference in the lives of these precious children this Christmas. Thank you!
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This newsletter is available online at www.firstdelray.com. If you are
interested in receiving an electronic copy of this newsletter, please
email Nancy Fine at nancyfine@firstdelray.com

Sunday Morning
Worship Service
9 a.m. & 11 a.m.
Please join us on Sunday mornings as
we worship the Living God together.
Church School
Adult Sunday School 10 a.m.
Youth Sunday School 10 a.m.
Sunday School for Children 11 a.m.
Youth Fellowship
Sundays, 5 p.m. – 7 p.m.

Prayer Ministry Team
Oswald Chambers said, “Prayer does not fit us for the greater work; prayer is the greater
work.” Here at First Presbyterian Church of Delray Beach we believe this is true. We intend every
ministry of the church to flourish in the rich soil of prayer. And since a praying church is made
up of praying people, we want to encourage and equip our membership in the vital ministry of
prayer.
The Prayer Ministry Team meets once a week, on Wednesdays. from 2 p.m. to 3 p.m. in
the meeting room. These meetings are for the purpose of honoring prayer requests that come
through our worship services or through the church office. Each request is handled with respect,
confidentiality, and care. If a request includes a name and address, a card will be sent to confirm
that prayer was offered during the week the request was received. You are invited to join this
prayer ministry team simply by calling Sharon Koch (414-9165). Sharon will be happy to provide
additional information about this ministry and welcome you to participate.

