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Dear Ones,

As we move into a new year, I’ve been thinking more and more about how St. Andrew Presbyterian 
Church is a congregation of the Presbyterian Church (USA), a faith community guided by the broader 
church’s Confessions, Book of Common Worship, and Book of Order. (You can read more about the 
missional work our denomination is doing across the country on Pages 4 & 5 of this month’s Messenger.) 
Within that context, and as a pastor, I welcome all who want to understand the Christian faith and what it 
may mean in their lives—including Christians with longstanding ties to a faith community as well as people 
who are uncomfortable with traditional interpretations and those who have felt excluded by other churches. 

As such, I am inviting you to participate in an Adult Education class I will be teaching after Sunday worship 
from Jan. 15 to March 5. All are encouraged to bring their questions to this class and to wrestle with their 
doubts in this faithful community.

Many at St. Andrew, including myself, embrace an "expansive" understanding of Christian theology. This is 
not a political stance but a theological approach that includes the following perspectives:

• God is a mystery whose nature is beyond human understanding. In God “we live and move and have 
our being.” The fruits of God's Spirit are “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness and self-control.” God our Creator is intimately present in us and in all of creation, and God 
intervenes in our lives in ways we cannot fully comprehend or understand. Our main tasks as Christians 
are to be in a relationship with God and to share Christ's love, care, and inclusion for all people through 
God’s relational kin-dom. 

• God is neither male nor female, so we use “inclusive language” and do not refer to God only as “He” or 
“Him,” but we try to use many images—such as mother, parent, and shepherd—through which we can 
experience the vast spectrum and fullness of God. God loves all of us equally and calls us to serve the 
church in leadership roles. 

• God’s compassion is extended to all people, and just as Jesus opened his heart and his ministry to 
those he encountered and engaged, our congregation is open and accepting of all. Among many 
others, we warmly welcome those who have felt rejected by other churches, including those who are gay, 
lesbian, bisexual, and transgender, and we invite these individuals to fully participate in our church. 

• The life and teachings of Jesus are fundamental to our faith, as important as the lessons of his 
death and resurrective presence with us now. Jesus is the human face of God, the decisive revelation of 
what a life full of God looks like. The way of Jesus consists of compassion, forgiveness, humility, nonviolence, 
service, and a deep and abiding passion for justice. 

• We experience the Holy Spirit as the bringer of guidance and wisdom, the “still, small, voice” that 
inspires us when we are quiet enough to listen for and pay attention to it. 

• We strive to do good not because of a fear of hell in the afterlife but because we are inspired by 
gratitude for the gift of God's grace, freely given to all, and the desire to transform our lives and our world. 

• The Bible is our sacred and authoritative scripture, our foundation document, and our wisdom 
tradition. We know that each individual's understanding is developed in prayerful study and is unique to this 
time and place. Our response to scripture is guided by the Holy Spirit, in light of emerging scholarship and 
growing understanding of historical context. 

• Care for our earth and all God's creation is a theological mandate—a mandate we take seriously. We 
seek to weave creation-care into the fabric of this church’s life. 

• We seek and understand God through our Christian faith. We recognize that God speaks to other 
people in different traditions and in different ways, so we respect people of other denominations and faiths 
and actively reach out to know them better.   

It is my hope that expansive theology can shape our church into a faith community with a welcoming spirit.  

Pastor Rob
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As we’ve been planning St. Andrew’s annual 
Women’s Retreat, “Angels Among Us: 
Celebrating Divine Love and Human 
Hospitality” (Feb. 3-4, 2023), I can’t help thinking 
of a song by the country group Alabama—a song 
that my college friends and I used to love to sing 
over and over and over again: 

     Oh, I believe there are angels among us, 
     Sent down to us from somewhere up above. 
     They come to you and me in our darkest hours 
     To show us how to live, to teach us how to give, 
     To guide us with the light of love. 

And that’s our prayer for this upcoming retreat: 
That we all will gather together: 
   • to celebrate God’s divine love,
   • to reflect on our sense of hospitality (especially 
for strangers), and
   • to honor the many (many!) “angels among us.” 

St. Andrew already has an abundance of angels 
serving our community and beyond. Sewing for 
Others, the Prayer Shawl Ministry, Lettuce Feed 
Others, our monthly Food Distribution, Impacto 
Ministry, Soles for Souls, Act Justly, the Mitten Tree 
Project, and Operation Christmas Child … those 
are but a few of the ways our congregation sends 
God’s love into the world. And for the people on the 
receiving end of those ministries, our acts of 
kindness may be exactly the angels they need.   

As the Alabama songwriters put it:

     But ain't it kind of funny
     at the dark end of the road 
     That someone lights the way 
     with just a single ray of hope.

As we prepare to gather in small groups and to 
absorb some deep spiritual insights from the Rev. 
Jenny Seylar, we pray all the retreat participants 
will find new ways of knowing and feeling God’s 
love. And then, may we find new ways to show that 
love to the world around us—to be angels to the 
strangers among us.

As we used to sing with extra passion: 

     They wear so many faces, show up in the strangest places,
     and grace us with their mercies in our time of need.

On behalf of the Women’s Retreat Planning Team, we invite you to join on Feb. 3 and 4. For more information and to register, visit 
https://bit.ly/sapc-womens-retreat-2023.

— Nichole Hoffman, Children’s Ministry Outreach Coordinator
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This Year’s Featured Speaker
The Rev. Jenny Seylar is a woman 
with a deep faith in Jesus Christ who 
serves in ministry as Lead 
Chaplain at Mercy Hospital in Iowa 
City. Prior to that, Jenny served as a 
church pastor for 16 years. She 
believes in creating authentic 
relationships in order to walk 
alongside folks wherever they are in 
their faith journey.

Before Jenny spent summers on 
mission trips with youth and 
preaching weekly in the churches she served, she was a middle 
school teacher. Still passionate about English and science, Jenny 
incorporates these topics into teaching and preaching.

Jenny enjoys the days she spends with her three grown kids, their 
spouses, and two grandkids, the walks with her two pups, and the 
time spent outside exploring nature. When the weather is nice, you 
will find her communing with God in her kayak on the local rivers and 
lakes or hiking the many trails. A physical reminder of her faith is the 
light of the lighthouse and how Jesus is the light of the world. 

You can read more about Jenny Seylar and her blog “Journey 
From Despair to Hope,” and check out her writing as blogger 
and editor for The Dented Fender Ministry.

WOMEN’S RETREAT 2023 TO HONOR THE ‘ANGELS AMONG US’
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By Sherry Blackman
Presbyterians Today
How does our faith make a difference in the life of the world? How 
does it address systemic issues for real change? These are the 
questions the Rev. Thomas Watkins finds himself asking on a 
regular basis.
Amid his questioning, Watkins, who serves as the senior pastor of 
St. Andrews Presbyterian Church in Raleigh, North Carolina, 
an 800-member “purple” congregation—that is a church where 
the red and blue colors of polarized political parties blend, 
creating a middle ground—has noticed that the answers seem to 
emerge “when we are troubled.”
The summer of 2020 troubled many in Watkins’ congregation. 
With the murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis being just one of 
many racial injustices, St. Andrews’ social justice ministry began 
gaining much- needed traction as committee members with 
differing political viewpoints began working together more, not just 
bringing a variety of perspectives to the table, but intently listening 
to them as well. 
“People are willing to work and support one another when the 
congregation is led by theology, rather than ideology,” said 
Watkins, adding, “The word of God cuts against our own opinions 
and prejudices on every side of the cultural wars. Too often we use religion as a weapon to ‘get’ those who disagree with us theologically or 
politically. But the truth is that no one has a corner on the righteousness market. No one is perfect. Neither the ‘right’ or the ‘left’ have God 
exclusively in their camp. The cross, among other things, is a reminder that all of us fail Christ in one way or another.”
That summer, Watkins began seeing “the Spirit of God moving in strong ways” amid all the angst. “People were looking for a way to put their 
faith into social justice action regarding such issues as gun violence and equality of education in our area. They asked, ‘How might we 
strengthen education in our area where there are great disparities?’” he said.
The social justice committee acted with a letter-writing campaign, and Watkins joined Pastors for North Carolina Children, which urges the 
state to support public schools. Watkins noted that Presbyterians have a long history and tradition of being involved in education and mission.
What Watkins began noticing was that activism does more than create change in the world; it changes a congregation. 
“When you seek to follow Christ, things change, you change, others change in ways you didn’t expect and in ways you might not always like, 
but it creates a chain reaction,” said Watkins. “Transformation happens.”

CALLED TO ADVOCACY
The Rev. Molly Dowell Baum, youth director at First Presbyterian Church in Albany, New York, is training up the youth in the way they 
should go — toward advocacy.
“We help our students understand that all our advocacy and activism is grounded in following Jesus: our friend, our brother and our movement 
founder,” she said, adding that advocacy must be lived out. “It’s great to participate in our democracy, protesting in the streets and writing 
letters, but we can’t do it out of show. We must let ourselves get deeply convicted in our day-to-day lives, in how we communicate and relate to 
one another.”
Living as advocates begins as it did for Watkins: with questions. For Baum, she often asks parents if they are communicating in nonviolent 
ways at home and with their children. For her students, she asks, “Are we learning to speak out? Are we finding our voice at school?”
Baum teaches her flock to embody conviction without sacrificing one’s emotional health, to trust the Holy Spirit that resides within and speaks 
to and through all, whether it be in a middle schooler, a high schooler or a younger child. “Christ has a word for us,” she often reminds the 
youth. In training the youth to become advocates for the most vulnerable in society, Baum is passionate about equipping them with spiritual 
practices that help them to de-stress, while engaging body, mind and spirit.
“Things happen in our nation and in the world, and we feel it. In my work with youth — with anyone — we must name what we feel. The Word 
lives in us, breathes in and through us; so I encourage the youth to pay attention to the signs and signals of the Holy Spirit. Attend to the ways 
you carry the weight of the world,” she said, adding, “Lean in, but step back if you need to in order to participate well, safely and responsibly.”

CREATING AND ADVOCACY TOOLBOX
Long before the Rev. Lindsey Altvater Clifton pursued her call to ministry, she lived under legislation in North Carolina where it was 
illegal for her to marry her same-sex partner.
“I experienced what it felt like to be on the side of the law that restricted my rights and freedoms. I watched as communities of faith 
spoke out against these amendments to allow me to marry whom I wanted,” said Clifton.
Faith, she says, calls us to speak out against injustices, and she saw it for the first time as a church member, which led her to attend 
a seminary that worked to make its students agents of justice, reconciliation and compassion.
Today, she’s bringing that experience to First Presbyterian Church of Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. When the United States military 
withdrew from Afghanistan last year, the mission committee of First Bethlehem felt an urgency to help those Afghan families whose 
lives were upended. The committee began to investigate how they could respond and was able to co-sponsor a refugee family in 
partnership with a local resettlement nonprofit. They are also using an effective advocacy tool in what Clifton calls her “missional 
toolbox”: letter writing.
“We’re writing letters to our congressional representatives asking them to pass legislation to encourage Afghan families that are here 
toward U.S. citizenship. Called to care for the stranger and love our neighbor, we are walking directly alongside this family whose 
faith and culture is different from others, but who are enriching our lives,” she said.
Clifton offers this advice on how congregations can become advocates: “I’ve learned two things that are most helpful. First, get to 
know the community you are in, know what the needs and inequities are in a way that is relational, and listen well to neighbors 
and community leaders that are already doing the work. There’s no need to re-create the wheel,” she said. “Second, offer multiple 
ways for church members to engage at various points of access and comfort. Some are only ready to take baby steps. Start 
with a letter-writing campaign, then show up in person.”

PARTNERING FOR CHANGE
Tired of nothing seemingly happening to better God’s world, the 1,300-member Westminster Presbyterian Church, located in 
downtown Grand Rapids, Michigan, decided it was time to join ranks with other churches and organizations through the Industrial 
Areas Foundation (IAF).
The IAF is a national community organizing network that was established in 1940 by Saul Alinsky, Roman Catholic Bishop Bernard 
James Sheil and businessman and founder of the Chicago Sun-Times, Marshall Field III. Its local affiliate, Together West Michigan, 
comprised of 20-plus organizations seeking to create substantive change in the greater Grand Rapids area, was exactly what 
Westminster wanted to get involved with.
According to the Rev. Lynette Sparks, senior pastor of Westminster, Together West Michigan—whose name was chosen for 
easy translation into Spanish—is about building relationships and encouraging people and institutions to come together to make 
change.
“Jesus was about building relationships across lines, and we are about building power and defining power as the ability to act. 
Power itself is neutral. How you use it is what matters,” she said.
While advocating for change might seem like an insurmountable task, which tires people before they even take a step, Sparks 
reminds all that real change begins simply with listening.
“Last spring, several meetings were held, with a total of 1,300 people attending. We asked, ‘What are the struggles and pressures 
facing your families?’ We started by listening,” she said.
Then in June, 600 people from the community and elected officials attended a meeting held at Westminster Presbyterian. At that 
meeting, six issues within the community emerged: housing, transportation, mental health, safety, the well-being of immigrants and 
refugees, and children. Issue teams were formed and are now being trained. 
“Having all the voices at the table is empowering and gives us a way to live out our call to justice,” Sparks said, noting how the 
institutional church has always been an agent of change.
Sparks also added that no one can bring about real change while working in silos.
“We can’t do it alone. There is a lot of trust building that must transpire. That can only happen by listening and talking,” she said. As 
for the Westminster congregation, they are “fired up,” said the pastor. “They are finding a new call. They are hungry to use their gifts 
to build bridges, and now they have a way to do it.”

Sherry Blackman is the pastor of the Presbyterian Church of the Mountain in Delaware Water Gap, Pennsylvania. She is the 
author of the recently published Tales from the Trail, Stories from the Oldest Hiker Hostel on the Appalachian Trail and Letters to Our 
Daughters. This article originally appeared in Presbyterians Today (www.presbyterianmission.org/story/pcusa-churches-are-
changing-the-world).
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The Rev. Lindsey Altvater Clifton of First Presbyterian Church in 
Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, has been leading her congregation in the art of 
writing letters to congressional representatives to bring about change. (Photo 
courtesy of First Presbyterian Church and Presbyterians Today.)
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Clifton offers this advice on how congregations can become advocates: “I’ve learned two things that are most helpful. First, get to 
know the community you are in, know what the needs and inequities are in a way that is relational, and listen well to neighbors 
and community leaders that are already doing the work. There’s no need to re-create the wheel,” she said. “Second, offer multiple 
ways for church members to engage at various points of access and comfort. Some are only ready to take baby steps. Start 
with a letter-writing campaign, then show up in person.”

PARTNERING FOR CHANGE
Tired of nothing seemingly happening to better God’s world, the 1,300-member Westminster Presbyterian Church, located in 
downtown Grand Rapids, Michigan, decided it was time to join ranks with other churches and organizations through the Industrial 
Areas Foundation (IAF).
The IAF is a national community organizing network that was established in 1940 by Saul Alinsky, Roman Catholic Bishop Bernard 
James Sheil and businessman and founder of the Chicago Sun-Times, Marshall Field III. Its local affiliate, Together West Michigan, 
comprised of 20-plus organizations seeking to create substantive change in the greater Grand Rapids area, was exactly what 
Westminster wanted to get involved with.
According to the Rev. Lynette Sparks, senior pastor of Westminster, Together West Michigan—whose name was chosen for 
easy translation into Spanish—is about building relationships and encouraging people and institutions to come together to make 
change.
“Jesus was about building relationships across lines, and we are about building power and defining power as the ability to act. 
Power itself is neutral. How you use it is what matters,” she said.
While advocating for change might seem like an insurmountable task, which tires people before they even take a step, Sparks 
reminds all that real change begins simply with listening.
“Last spring, several meetings were held, with a total of 1,300 people attending. We asked, ‘What are the struggles and pressures 
facing your families?’ We started by listening,” she said.
Then in June, 600 people from the community and elected officials attended a meeting held at Westminster Presbyterian. At that 
meeting, six issues within the community emerged: housing, transportation, mental health, safety, the well-being of immigrants and 
refugees, and children. Issue teams were formed and are now being trained. 
“Having all the voices at the table is empowering and gives us a way to live out our call to justice,” Sparks said, noting how the 
institutional church has always been an agent of change.
Sparks also added that no one can bring about real change while working in silos.
“We can’t do it alone. There is a lot of trust building that must transpire. That can only happen by listening and talking,” she said. As 
for the Westminster congregation, they are “fired up,” said the pastor. “They are finding a new call. They are hungry to use their gifts 
to build bridges, and now they have a way to do it.”

Sherry Blackman is the pastor of the Presbyterian Church of the Mountain in Delaware Water Gap, Pennsylvania. She is the 
author of the recently published Tales from the Trail, Stories from the Oldest Hiker Hostel on the Appalachian Trail and Letters to Our 
Daughters. This article originally appeared in Presbyterians Today (www.presbyterianmission.org/story/pcusa-churches-are-
changing-the-world).

ROOTED IN FAITH &
 IN THE BROADER CHURCH

The Rev. Lindsey Altvater Clifton of First Presbyterian Church in 
Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, has been leading her congregation in the art of 
writing letters to congressional representatives to bring about change. (Photo 
courtesy of First Presbyterian Church and Presbyterians Today.)

PC(USA): CHANGING THE WORLD ONE ACT & ONE WORD AT A TIME4

http://www.presbyterianmission.org/story/pcusa-churches-are-changing-the-world
http://www.presbyterianmission.org/story/pcusa-churches-are-changing-the-world


Rooted in Faith | Growing to Serve Messenger   |   January/February 2023

6 7ST. ANDREW’S POST-HIGH SCHOOL MINISTRY TAKES ROOT THURSDAY NIGHTS ST. ANDREW TO LAUNCH A NEW CONCERT SERIES: MELODIOUS HARMONY

GROW
ING TO SERVE: M

USIC TO NOURISH M
INDS, SPIRITS 

Flipping Tables is a new post-high school 
small group for young adults, college 
students, grad students, and working adults 
at St. Andrew Presbyterian Church. We 
meet from 7-8:30 p.m. Thursday in The 
Hub. If you are interested in checking it out, 
come anytime or reach out to me.
Over the past few weeks, the group has 
been reading Jesus and John Wayne, by 
Kristin Kobes Du Mez. We have been 
reading and discussing a chapter each week, 
but there is no requirement to do the reading 
ahead of time! Just show up and we read a 
small section and discuss it along with the 
themes of the chapter. 
Kobes Du Mez is a professor of history at 
Calvin University in Grand Rapids, Michigan. 
She also happens to be from Iowa, attended 
Dordt College, and gave a Geneva Lecture 
on this same topic back in 2017 (https://
youtu.be/CHnPp_DUwxA). Her insights 
have made for very interesting and robust 
discussions so far. I’ve finished reading the 
book, and I’d love to share some of my 
reflections with you. 
I am a big fan of a Spiritual Gifts Activity 
that involves writing about people you look 
up to. You can know them personally … or 
not. They can be alive … or not. It really 
doesn’t matter. The point of the activity is to 
see that we often share skills and spiritual 
gifts with our heroes and mentors.
I have worked through this activity multiple 
times over the past decade, and although I 
don’t always put down the same people, I do 
often write about one particular hero of mine: 
Theodore Roosevelt. I write about his trust-
busting, his conservation, his creation of the 
national parks system, and his trailblazing 
spirit. But after reading this book, I now see 

there is another side to Roosevelt’s legacy 
that requires critique. All those laudatory 
accomplishments need to be placed alongside 
his desire for violence and conflict, his 
stubbornness, and his desire to maintain white 
males in positions of power within America. 
It’s easy to write off such criticisms by saying 
that human beings are pnly products of their 
time and shouldn’t be judged by today’s 
standards. Yet Kobes Du Mez’s scholarship 
forces us to confront the harmful 
consequences of such thinking. If we are 
always ready with excuses—if we prove 
unwilling to critique and understand our own 
history—then risk perpetuating that harm.
The Church in America, broadly speaking, has 
been part of this history of centering white 

males and maintaining their power. As 
Christians, we are called to serve and uplift 
the downtrodden. My part in this requires 
taking a hard look at myself and attempting to 
uplift others, while acknowledging how I have 
benefited from all these systems that are set 
up for people who look like me. 
Jesus and John Wayne traces the messages 
of many church leaders—including Jerry 
Falwell, John Piper, Mark Driscoll, Billy 
Graham, Phyllis Schlafly, and others—and 
how the words they espouse may initally 
sound spiritual, but require more depth and 
critical examination:
• A yearning for a heroic past where America 
was “God’s Country.”
• Describing America as a new Israel, where 
men are tough, in charge, and respected. 
• Ecouraging women to be submissive, 
beautiful, and solely attentive to men’s needs.
• Suggesting that such social relations have 
been ordained by God and preaching that 
anything falling outside such limits must be 
sinful and thus harmful to both Christianity 
and country. 
By analyzing the repetitive nature of such 
mistaken convictions, Kobes du Mez’s book 
becomes a call and a challenge to break 
through this type of thinking and to ensure the 
American Church and the American Nation 
both become places that truly care for people.
I hope you also consider reading Jesus and 
John Wayne, and I would love to discuss any 
questions you may have. Flipping Tables is 
a group that is committed to having real, 
honest conversations, pushing each other to 
grow, and working together to serve. 
— Matt Moore, Director of Student Ministries

With start of a new year comes the happy 
news that St. Andrew Presbyterian Church 
is organizing a new, annual series of music 
events under the title, Melodious Harmony: 
Concerts @ St. Andrew. 
 
Melodious Harmony will officially launch at 
2 p.m. Saturday January 21, 2023, with a 
recital by Abby Chen, organist at St. Andrew 
and doctoral student in Organ Performance 
at the University of Iowa. Under the title, 
Theme and Variations, the program will 
feature captivating and passionate organ 
playing that will help St. Andrew’s historic 
Krapf Organ spring to life. The performance 
will include composers such as J. S. Bach, 
Felix Mendelssohn, Johann Pachelbel, 
Charles-Marie Widor, and others. The 
repertoire will include familiar pieces as well 
as original works.
 
On behalf of St. Andrew’s Music Ministries, I 
invite all friends and members of the 
congregation to help launch this annual 
series by attending (and inviting others to 
attend) this inaugural recital.

As explained in our Congregational 
Statement of Worship, “Like our namesake 
disciple, we at St. Andrew Presbyterian strive 
to introduce others to the living Christ and to 
help them find opportunities to use their own 
gifts (musical, organizational, rhetorical, 
financial) for the nourishment of others.”

I can’t think of a better way to nourish our 
neighbors and to introduce them to the St. Andrew community than through Abby’s passionate, inspired, and 
impressive organ playing. In addition to her work at St. Andrew, Abby is an award-winning organist with degrees from 
Tainan University of Technology, Tainan Theological College and Seminary, the Manhattan School of Music, and 
Indiana University. Over her career, she has studied church music, organ literature, and improvisation. 
 
Other events in the series will include:
• Me, in a vocal recital entitled, Songs of Travel, at 1 p.m. Saturday Feb. 25.
• The St. Olaf Handbell Choir from St. Olaf College, along with St. Andrew’s Resound! Adult Handbell Choir, in 
concert at 7 p.m. Saturday March 4.
• The Iowa City Flute Choir at 3 p.m. Sunday March 26.

Admission for all four events will be free of charge (and will include a free will offering). 

Partly due to the pandemic, many community members may not be familiar with St. Andrew’s current location or the 
wonderful facilities we have. We pray all the Melodious Harmony concerts to help St. Andrew will become a center for 
community music that nourished all listerners in mind and in spirit.

— Austen Wilson, Director of Music Ministries
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