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Recent events in Washington D.C. have been 
deeply disturbing. The seat of democracy for 
the United States was attacked on Epiphany 
(January 6), which feels like a desecration of 
both God and country. Along with American 
flags, rioters carried Confederate flags and 
signs about Jesus. That is not the Christian 
faith that I have known. Rather than the light 
of Epiphany, it feels like we descended into 
greater darkness on that day. As I write, the 
nation is bracing for more possible violence 
surrounding the inauguration.

Following the election, there was an article 
in The Economist entitled, “The Resilience 
of Democracy.” Its intriguing analysis has 
stayed with me as a possible explanation of 
what we are seeing played out in our national 
life. The article describes the “hollowing out” 
of democracy and the “erosion of norms and 
institutions” that leads to worse government. 

Identity politics, boosted by social media and 
partisan television and radio, has re-engaged 
voters. Participation is the only component of 
the EIU’s democracy index to have improved 
since 2006. Mr. Biden and Mr. Trump both 
won more votes than any presidential candidates 
in history. But in solving one of democracy’s 
problems, identity politics has created others. 
This is because a politics that reinforces 
immutable identities leads away from the 
tolerance and forbearance a democracy needs 
to solve social conflicts. In arguments about 
who gets what, people can split the difference 
and feel content. In arguments about who 
they are – over religion, race, and anti-elitism, 
say – compromise can seem like betrayal. 
When ways of life are at stake, the other lot 
are not just mistaken, they are dangerous. 
Having not mattered enough, elections now 
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matter too much. As a result, the main harm 
identity politics does to America comes through 
animosity and gridlock. Politics is supposed 
to resolve society’s conflicts, but democracy is 
generating them instead.

This “hollowing out” and “erosion” may 
even go beyond our democracy. When the 
convictions we hold lead only to intolerance 
of others, we are on a dangerous road. 
Christian faith certainly leads us to hold 
convictions, even at significant risk to 
our lives, but we hold those convictions 
with love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and 
self-control – the fruits of the Spirit. It’s 
not by force, but by the persuasiveness of 
a way of life that actually leads to life and 
life abundant that has won over people and 
nations through the centuries. We’ve seen 
what Crusades accomplish and have no 
desire to return to that experience. Christian 
identity demands that we hold convictions 
without becoming intolerant of others. We 
can disagree without becoming disagreeable. 

Our identity as Christians is not a liability. 
Each week in worship, the church begins 
with praise and thanksgiving to God, singing 
with joy our conviction that the Lord God is 
present, is gracious and merciful, abundant 
in steadfast love. Then importantly, we turn 
towards confession. Our immutable identity 
as followers of Jesus demands that we call 
into question our own thoughts, actions, 
behaviors, commissions, and omissions, 
pretending to be better than we really are. 
Faith demands humility and honesty about 
ourselves and the willingness to consider that 
we may be wrong, mistaken, or misguided. 
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 world commerce; in her public school system 
and institutions of learning. I sought for it in 
her democratic Congress and in her matchless 
Constitution. 

Not until I went into the churches of America and 
heard her pulpits flame with righteousness did I 
understand the secret of her genius and power. 

America is great because America is good, and 
if America ever ceases to be good, America will 
cease to be great.1

At that time, slavery was dividing the country 
and it would lead eventually to Civil War. 
Some evils must be confronted in order 
to move toward a more perfect union. I’m 
not suggesting that we should return to the 
19th century when Christian faith was more 
prominent and influential in the country’s 
experience. It is not a glorious past but a 
more glorious future that I have in mind. 
However, the erosion of faith communities 
and the hollowing out of the true convictions 
of followers of Christ is sure to handicap 
efforts to move forward to embrace those 
“inalienable rights” with which we are 
endowed by the Creator – “life, liberty, and 
the pursuit of happiness.” The answer to 
the present crisis cannot be to reduce faith 
convictions but to have better ones. 

Jesus says in Matthew 16:36, What good will 
it be for someone to gain the whole world, yet 
forfeit their soul? Or what can anyone give 
in exchange for their soul? The Psalmist also 
writes in Psalm 23, The Lord is my shepherd, 
I shall not want. He makes me lie down in 
green pastures; he leads me beside still waters; 
he restores my soul. Whatever else we know 
about the soul, we know it is something you 
definitely do not want to lose. We also know 
that the Lord restores it. It is my prayer that 
the Lord will not only restore the soul of the 
nation, but will heal, guide, bless, strengthen, 
and move this nation towards all that we 
aspire to be, a place where all are treated 
equally and where we can hold convictions 
with mutual forbearance towards each other. 

1leaderu.com/orgs/cdf/onug/detocq.html

In fact, it is especially when we feel justified 
in our anger that we are most susceptible 
(like Cain) to sin that is “lurking at the 
door, its desire is for you, but you must 
master it.” (Genesis 4:7) We can and must 
hold convictions in a way that does not lead 
to intolerance of the other. We can object 
without becoming objectionable. 

The way our Presbyterian ancestors of faith 
described it at the beginning of this country’s 
history and after centuries of bloody conflict 
across the Atlantic is this: We believe that there 
are truths and forms with respect to which men 
of good characters and principles may differ, and 
in all these we think it the duty both of private 
Christians and societies to exercise mutual 
forbearance toward each other. It may be that in 
addition to the “hollowing out” of democracy, 
our faith is being hollowed out of its true 
content and supplanted with a superficial 
more expedient form of religion that blesses 
anger and sacralizes the use of force. The 
erosion of our faith will certainly contribute 
to the crumbling of the foundations of 
democracy. We have witnessed the erosion of 
the exercise of mutual forbearance. 

There has been a lot of talk recently about 
“The Soul of America.” Jon Meacham 
wrote a book by that title, arguing for our 
“better angels” to prevail, a direct quote 
from Abraham Lincoln. Both Joe Biden 
and Kamala Harris mentioned the “Soul 
of America” in their acceptance speeches 
following the election. There is even a movie 
recently released by Pixar, Soul, that reflects 
on what is essential to human life. 

Alexis de Tocqueville was a French historian 
and sociologist who traveled the United 
States in the 1830s seeking the reason for 
the great success of the new nation. He 
wrote about his observations in a book 
entitled Democracy in America. He captured 
something of the “soul of America” at that 
time. It was the religious character of the 
people that especially caught his attention:

I sought for the key to the greatness and genius 
of America in her harbors...; in her fertile fields 
and boundless forests; in her rich mines and vast 
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Save the Date!

Jeff & lynn o’Grady 
Retirement Celebrations

April 18 & 25 •	
Recognizing Jeff & 
Lynn in Worship

April 25    •	
Community 
Celebration

April 18 - May 2•	       
Legacy Campaign: 
“Strength for Today 
& Bright Hope for 
Tomorrow”

Keep an eye on your mail, 
email, and smccpby.com as 
more information becomes 
available!



Page 3

Next month will mark a full year since our lives drastically shifted due to the global pandemic. 
As a mother to three small children, one of the unfortunate side effects of this season has been 
a greater than usual amount of “screen time.” In our house, this has taken the form of Frozen 2 
which, while charming the first 15 times through, has lost its appeal for this working mom. One 
particularly ear-shattering song is a favorite of my eldest son, Beckett, and results in him belting, 
“into the unknoooown” as he gallops through the house, bravely facing an unknown future 
just like Elsa in the movie. Little does he know how apropos his song is, serving as a constant 
reminder of these unprecedented times. It has been a hard year and the losses have been great for 
all of us – yet his childlike fearlessness encourages me to embrace the opportunity for faith and 
courage that presents itself in times like these.

I wrote this summer about several dear church members who had the incredible faith to give to 
an unknown future through their estate plans, choosing to invest in the future of San Marino 
Community Church for generations to come. On the heels of their generosity, many others 
have risen together to do the same, resulting in significant gifts to The Foundation of SMCC 
that will further strengthen us for the unknown territory ahead. 

The Foundation Board has established a new •	 Strategic Priorities Fund to be used for 
major unforeseen expenses, like those that have arisen during the pandemic. This fund will 
allow the church the financial freedom to adapt through hardship or seize opportunities for 
growth in unprecedented times like these.

Several members of The Foundation Board have also helped establish a new •	 online 
Ministries Fund to be used to support the costs related to this new ministry platform 
presented to us by the pandemic. 

Jim and Jane Fox contributed an undesignated gift of over $140,000 which will provide •	
$100,000 for the online Ministries Fund, $25,000 to be used as a matching donation to 
the 2021 legacy Campaign, and over $15,000 for the Strategic Priorities Fund.

Winnie Reitnouer provided an undesignated gift of over $150,000 which will strengthen •	
the online Ministries Fund.

The Banta Family contributed $170,000 to the •	 Merle and June Banta endowment Fund 
for Clergy Salaries.

Robert Elftman graciously adjusted the parameters of the fund honoring his mother to •	
establish the newly renamed elizabeth R. elftman organ Fund, allowing over $160,000 
of funds to be accessed for costs related to sharing organ music with the church community.

Finally, at the suggestion of a group of initial donors, The Foundation is in the process of •	
forming a new fund to honor 15 years of Jeff and Lynn O’Grady’s ministry at San Marino 
Community Church. The Jeff and lynn o’Grady Theology & Culture Fund will support 
the development of educational events and opportunities centering on the intersection of 
theology and culture at SMCC. Education is at the heart of the church’s ministry, and Jeff 
and Lynn have devoted their professional lives to building institutions of learning and faith. 
The Foundation is delighted to honor the O’Gradys by continuing their legacy and will 
make this new fund the focus of the 2021 Legacy Campaign. 

I am so grateful for the courageous generosity demonstrated by our congregation. We serve 
a God who is faithful from generation to generation. The riches of faith we experience today 
are ours to enjoy because of the great cloud of witnesses that has gone into the unknown long 
before us, giving us a legacy of faithfulness and hope that we are blessed to stand upon today. 
May this season teach us to do the same, with confidence that He who began a good work in us 
will bring it to completion until the day of Christ. (Philippians 1:6) 

into The unknown

Victoria Smith
Director of Development

VSmith@smccpby.com

Cornerstone Society 
Virtual event:
Sunday, February 21, 5:00 pm
See page 7 for more details

View the previous 
Cornerstone Society 
Virtual Event featuring 
presidential scholar Ron 
White on the church’s 
Traditional Worship 
YouTube page. 
(Or visit smccpby.com/
videos.)
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Spotlight On 
Our Leaders

SMCC Youth Ministry on The Move
Confirmation Resumed January 24 
This year’s class of seven youth are 
some of the most bold because they 
have agreed to conduct their class 
entirely over Zoom. This semester will 
still hold some of the hallmarks of the 
class, from the “Faith and Science” 
Panel discussion, interactions with 
visiting clergy, writing their personal 
statements of faith, and meeting 
with the session in order to become 
members of the church. Keep our 
confirmands in your prayers as one 
part of the testament that we are 
together though we are apart. 

Youth Director Search Begins
We’ve begun a search for a new Youth Director! We are currently in the process of accepting 
and reviewing applications. For more information about the position please visit smccpby.
com/welcome/employment. Please keep the youth director search committee in your prayers: 
Debbie Merryman, Dave Avramovich, A.P. Diaz, Rev. Jessica Vaughan Lower, and Rev. Becca 
Bateman. 

Painting Workshop
February 21, 2:00 pm South Green
The season of Lent has always 
been a time of renewal and 
reflection – often this can be 
achieved through music, writing 
and art – any kind of personal 
outlet. Painting is an especially 
fun and powerful way to express 
how we feel through the language 
of pigment on a surface. The first Sunday of Lent, the youth are invited for an in-person art 
workshop – a shared experience, where we will, of course, socially-distance ourselves and wear 
masks, while bringing a sense of community rooted in the meaning of Lent. And let’s face 
it – painting is fun! (Wear the right clothes – you 
could get paint on them). 

Youth Group
Wednesdays, 7:00 - 8:30 pm, Via Zoom
We take time to meet together as an intentional 
community who cares for each other weekly. 
What we share with one another is meaningful 
and has never been more vital. Leaders are needed 
to support those who want someone to talk with, 
to share their highs and lows, or just play a game. 
To learn more or receive our Zoom link email 
StudentMinistries@smccpby.com.

Letters to MVGH from youth, wishing them Happy New 
Year and inviting join in on their prayers together.



Beyond The Screen (Part 2)
Advent is full of anticipation. And so it was in the Children’s Zoom room this past 
December. Using objects like a bell, an incense stick, the crinkly “straw” in which baby 
Jesus was first laid, a candy cane, and clay, we heard, smelled, and touched our way through 
Advent in anticipation of Christmas. Each child received their own Advent box – with their 
name on the front – to bring to our Zoom room each Sunday. Together, using our senses 
to ground us in each week’s story, we journeyed to Bethlehem along with Mary and Joseph, 
the shepherds, and the Magi.

Along with each story, we added another few stickers to the Nativity scene on our boxes 
– shepherds one week, Mary and Joseph another – 
until the week of Christmas, when we finally added 
the Christ Child. Children were encouraged to 
design their sticker Nativity in their own way. It was 
fun to see their creativity!

Our Nativity Pageant was memorable as well! 
Children, youth, and adults joined together to 
bring the stories surrounding Jesus’ birth to life. 
The result was unique and dynamic, and still lives 
on online. If you haven’t seen it, I encourage you to 
check it out on both of SMCC’s YouTube channels!

Advent is a visceral time of preparation – and so is Lent. Soon our children will be picking 
up their specially made Lenten boxes from in front of the church. Once again, we will be 
reaching beyond the screen – this time to journey together into the desert, where we explore 
what it means to make room for God, and to witness the unfolding of the promise of Easter.

Children’s Spiritual Formation 
is held Sunday Mornings 
at 10:15 am via Zoom. 
Contact Miss Natalie at 
ChildrensMinistries@smccpby.
com for more information 
about CSF, to receive the 
weekly Zoom link, or to sign up 
to receive a Lenten box!
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American Girls, Junior, & Treeclimbers
Elementary Small Groups for Kinder-2nd and 3rd-6th, 
to connect in faith and fellowship.
Second and Fourth Wednesdays, 4:00 – 5:00 pm via Zoom

We start together in a large group warming up our 
bodies with worshipful movement, move into our 
hands-on project of the day, and then divide into 
small groups to finish our projects, share highs and 
lows, and explore the day's faith-filled theme. We 
meet: January 27, February 10 and 24, March 10 and 
24, April 14 and 28. Contact ChildrensMinistries@
smccpby.com to join our email list and learn more.

Natalie MacMillan
Director of Children’s 
Ministries 

NMacMillan@smccpby.com

Above: Kevin Lee working 
with his Advent Box 
during Children’s Spiritual 
Formation this past 
December.

Left: Our kids and their 
Advent box Nativity scenes.

Sign up at tinyurl.com/smccagtc2021
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Advent and Christmas Giving Thank You!
Thank you to those who supported the many giving opportunities during Advent and 
Christmas. Support of the food pantry remained strong through the month enabling 
mission partner Iglesia de la Comunidad Presbyterian Church in Highland Park to continue 
their regular food distribution through the holidays.

The Christmas Joy offering raised 
$2,585 for mission partners Monte 
Vista Grove Homes, Westminster 
Gardens, and Menaul School. 

Support was also strong for this year’s 
Christmas Giving Tree, hosted by the 
Board of Deacons. Gifts for children 
in 25 families were purchased – both 
large gifts requested by the children 
and smaller “surprise” gifts – and 
$100 gift cards were provided to 
each family as well, to assist with 
Christmas dinner. Gift shopping 
was done online via an Amazon.
com wishlist. Church staff assisted 
coordinator Suzie Wulschlager (shown 
right with husband, Gary) and a team 
of Deacons.

Christmas Mission Market: 2020 Style
Virtual pivots have abounded this year and the Christmas Mission Market was no exception.  
Thanks to the expertise and innovation of church staff, the entire event was adapted to an 
online format. We missed the excitement of our Mission partners joining us in the courtyard 
giving parishioners and troops 
of kids from Children’s Spiritual 
Formation the opportunity to hear 
stories of their mission work. And we 
missed the display of yummy baked 
goods and other enticing products 
for sale. Yet much cash support was 
raised to help our dedicated mission 
partners and friends.

We raised $7,262 in cash gifts 
– 39% more than in 2019! Our 
mission partners and friends are 
deeply grateful for your generosity, 
especially during these trying times. 
Thank you to everyone who assisted 
with the conversion and supported 
this event! Thank you for your 
generous gifts! 

Christmas Mission Market 2020 Style 
 
Virtual pivots have abounded this year and the Christmas Mission Market was no exception.  Thanks 
to the expertise and innovation of SMCC staff, the entire event was adapted to an online format.  We 
missed the excitement of having our Mission partners join us in the courtyard giving parishioners and 
troupes of Sunday School kids the opportunity to hear stories of their mission work.  And we couldn’t 
have a display of yummy baked goods and other enticing products for sale.  Yet much cash support 
was raised to help our dedicated mission partners and friends. 
 
We raised $7,262 in cash gifts - 39% more than in 2019! Our mission partners and friends are 
deeply grateful your generosity, especially during these trying times. Thank you to everyone who 
assisted with the conversion and supported this event!  Thank you for your generous gifts!     
 
 

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

 
 
 

Janet Wells, 
2020 Mission Market 
Coordinator
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Annual Meeting of the Congregation
Sunday, February 28, 2021, 11:30 am via Zoom Webinar (Register at tinyurl.com/AMSMCC2021)

Join the church family online for the Annual Meeting of the Congregation. This virtual, 
one-hour meeting will include a vote to elect the 2021 Officer Nominating Committee, 
recognition of those who have joined the “Church Immortal” in the past year, a report on 
the 2020 and 2021 church budgets, a celebration(!) of the year in review, and one or two 
surprises from the church pastors and staff.

Like recent meetings of the congregation, the event will be held via Zoom webinar. For the 
purposes of establishing quorum, please include the names of up to three members who will 
be attending and voting in each registration. 

For more information contact smcc@smccpby.com. The 2020 Annual Report will be 
available for download at smccpby.com/connect/newsletter-articles by February 21. A 
limited number of printed copies will be available in the church office.

oGhS: one Great hour of Sharing
SMCC’s Lenten offering supports one Great hour of Sharing. Every gift meets the needs 
of people by sharing the good news of the gospel, feeding those who are hungry through the 
ministry of Presbyterian Hunger Program, those who are suffering from disaster through the 
ministry of Presbyterian Disaster Assistance, and those who are dealing with oppression in 
society through the ministry of Self-Development of People. 

Adults and children are invited to fill “fish banks” (Available throughout February at the 
church office) to support the offering. Gifts of any size marked “OGHS” are also welcome. 
SMCC will join in One Great Hour of Sharing on Palm Sunday, March 28 when the 
offering is received in churches nation-wide. 

Children are invited to use the sharing calendar to learn about different needs in the world 
and also to give a gift as they pray each day. Some examples are, “After a storm, food is 
something we can be thankful for. Give a gift for every meal you ate today.” “Pets are 
impacted by disasters as well. Give a gift for every pet in your home.” “Electricity is usually 
the first utility that is lost. Give one gift for every electrical outlet in the room you are 
currently in.” Learn more at www.presbyterianmission.org/oghs.

Cornerstone Society Virtual event 
Featuring U.S. House of Representatives Chaplain Margaret Kibben
Sunday, February 21, 5:00 pm, via Zoom Webinar

The Foundation of SMCC is delighted to host their second virtual Cornerstone Society 
Event this month. Rev. Jeff O’Grady has invited Rear Admiral Margaret Grun Kibben 
(pictured right) to join in a special “Happy Hour at Home” webinar. Bring your favorite 
beverage and log on for a special talk followed by live Q&A. Rear Adm. Kibben is the 
first woman to serve as chaplain of either chamber of Congress. A graduate of Princeton 
Theological Seminary and an ordained Presbyterian Church (USA) minister, Kibben has 
previously served as the U.S. Navy’s chief chaplain and chaplain of the Marine Corps. 
Cornerstone Society Members (those who have included SMCC or The Foundation in 
their estate plans) and all those interested in learning about membership in the Society, may 
contact Victoria Smith at VSmith@smccpby.com to receive an invitation to this event.

Visit smccpby.com and click on “Cornerstone” to learn more and register.

SMCC Nursery School 
Registration Begins
Applications available now. 
Church members, returning 
families, and legacies 
have priority registration. 
Applications must be 
received by February 28 
for school year 2021-22. 
Contact (626) 282-4186 or 
JWalker@smccpby.com.

Rear Admiral Margaret 
Grun Kibben, Cornerstone 
Society Event Speaker
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lent Begins With Ash Wednesday Service
Wednesday, February 17, Premiering at Noon, Online (YouTube)

Check out SMCC’s YouTube channels for this year’s online Ash Wednesday service. The 
service will premier at Noon and remain available for viewing during Lent. 

Join the church family in Lent for the sermon series, “Letting Go(d)” which will explore the 
themes: Worry/Control, Grudges, Guilt/Shame, Comfort Zone, Fear, and Pride. Sermons 
will be presented by SMCC’s Pastoral Team including guest preachers Rev. Dr. Tom Tewell 
and Rev. Dr. Tom Erickson.
Search YouTube.com for “San Marino Community Church” or “San Marino Community Church Traditional Worship.”

ordination/
installation of 
officers & Co-Pastors
Sunday, January 31, 
Premiers 10:00 am, Online

Join the church 
family for a special 
combined service 
of worship as the 
newly elected church 
officers are ordained 
and installed to their 
officers and the co-
pastors are installed in 
their new roles.
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Monte Vista Grove homes Virtual Convocations
The word “Hope” wins the MVP award for this past year. We all were looking for hope and 
reminded by the season that hope was born in Bethlehem over two thousand years ago. Christ 
continues to inspire hope through the Spirit, the written Word, and the enacted, embodied 
Gospel in the lives of all those who follow Jesus Christ. This series of Virtual Convocations 
offered by our mission partner, Monte Vista Grove Homes (MVGH), helps us focus on those 
whose voices have made and make a difference in the world today. Whether it’s equipping us 
with information or inspiring us to action, you will find this series relevant and nurturing.

This year we are invited to join the convocations from our living rooms. The virtual format 
allows anyone to participate from anywhere, and enables MVGH to host speakers from all 
over the world. Please join in this season of Virtual Convocations and continuation of the 
theme: “Livng Into Hope.” Visit mvgh.org/convocations.

lucia Chappelle
January 28, 2021, 4:00 pm
Lucia Chappelle, Ministry Of Founders Metropolitan Community Church of Los Feliz

living into hope Through Theological education for Today
February 4, 2021, 4:00 pm
Brian Blount, President Of Union Seminary, Richmond

Bonhoeffer’s Black Jesus: harlem Renaissance Theology And an 
ethic of Resistance 
February 11, 2021, 4:00 pm
Dr. Reggie Williams, McCormick Seminary Ethicist

You Are Free to Be You: The Ancient Value and Knowledge Systems Regarding 
Awareness, Mindfulness and Conscious-living of the original Peoples
February 18, 2021, 4:00 pm
Trevor Wie, Australian Aboriginal Scholar

Michael Abels
February 25, 2021, 4:00 pm
Michael Abels, Film Musician and Composer

World Day of Prayer
March 4, 2020 4:00 pm
World Day of Prayer 2021 comes to us from Vanuatu, an archipelago of 80 islands in the 
South Pacific. Formerly known as the New Hebrides, this nation became independent in 
1980. Most people are of Micronesian heritage, with 83% who identify as Christian. The 
theme “Build on a Strong Foundation” is based on Matthew 7:24–27 where Jesus gives 
instructions for entering the Kingdom of Heaven.

living into hope in the Presbyterian Church (uSA) Today!
March 11, 2020, 4:00 pm
Elona Street-Stewart, Co-Moderator of The PCUSA General Assembly

The emergence of evangelicalism in the Presbyterian Church
March 18, 2021, 4:00 pm
Rev. Dr. Ross Purdy

evangelicalism in the Presbyterian Church Today
March 25, 2021, 4:00 pm
Rev. Dr. Jerry Andrews

Visit mvgh.org/
convocations
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New Member Class
Sundays, March 7 & 14, 2021, 11:30 am, via Zoom

Interested in joining the church? Would you like to 
learn more about San Marino Community Church and 
its ministries? Then the new member class is for you! 
This online, two-week course will prepare participants 
to be received by Session on Wednesday, March 25 and 
welcomed in worship on Sunday, April 11. To learn more, 
express interest, or to register, please contact Rev. Jessica 
Vaughan Lower at JVL@smccpby.com. 

The Rev. Jessica Vaughan Lower
Co-Pastors/Co-Head of Staff

JVL@smccpby.com 


