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STRIVING FOR EXCELLENCE

�But strive for the greater gifts. And I will show you a still more excellent way.�

1Corinthians 12:31

Happy New Year!  May 2018 bring you an abundance of God�s loving grace, 
awesome strength, great provision, eternal joy, and everlasting peace.

In a fast and changing world today, many churches and denominations struggle to remain relevant.  There was a time 
when the church had the most influence when it came to people�s lives and how policies were adopted in our society. 
Unfortunately, that is not the case today.

Last month, December 5, 2017 to be exact, Bishop Thomas Bickerton1 invited the Connecticut District to dinner and 
conversation.  There were several churches from the CT District represented.  Approximately three hundred (300) people 
were present. After receiving a warm and joyful welcome from Rev. Tisha Branch, Pastor of Golden Hill United Method-
ist Church, along with enjoying a wonderful meal prepared and served by her parishioners, we gathered in the sanctuary 
for a time of praise and worship and to hear from our Bishop.

Bishop began his time with us by sharing a humorous story:

A man named Mr. Smith was flying from San Francisco to LA. Unexpectedly the plane stopped in Sacramento along the 

way. The flight attendant explained that there would be a delay, and if the passengers wanted to get off the aircraft, the 

plane would re-board in 30 minutes.

Everybody got off the plane except one gentleman who was blind. Mr. Smith had noticed him as he walked by and could 

tell the blind man had flown before because his Seeing Eye dog lay quietly underneath the seats in front of him throughout 

the entire flight.

Mr. Smith could also tell he had flown this very flight before because the pilot approached him, and calling him by name, 

said, �Keith, we�re in Sacramento for almost an hour. Would you like to get off and stretch your legs?� Keith replied, �No 

thanks, but maybe the dog would like to stretch his legs�. Now, picture this: All the people in the gate area came to a com-

plete quiet standstill when they looked up and saw the pilot walk off the plane with the Seeing Eye dog! The pilot was even 

wearing sunglasses. People scattered. They not only tried to change planes, but they were trying to change airlines!2

This funny story was the catalyst that led Bishop to help us reflect upon the importance of having the need to desire excel-
lence for the Kingdom of God and His Holy Church. People want to feel that they are receiving the best service. And for 
those who provide a service, there must be a desire for providing excellence. This is similar to the church.

The church must desire/strive for excellence. We are living in challenging times and the church must give its very best.  
Along his travels to the different congregations within our conference, Bishop alluded to the fact that one of the many 
reasons churches are struggling is because the desire for excellence is largely missing from many of the congregations.  
Churches have settled for second best. The spirit of mediocrity has become the driver instead of excellence.  Bishop 
shared with us that we the Body of Christ of the New York Annual Conference must reclaim the passion and excellence 
of the things of God within the ministries and life of the church.  Bishop asked, �When will the church�s voice become 
the norm for our society?�

In order for us to strive for excellence, there must be a desire for excellence. But in order to desire excellence, each of us, 
as Christians, must ask ourselves a very important question, �Why was I created?�  Every member of the clergy and laity, 
and every church within our conference must ask this fundamental question. 

(Continued on next page)

1 Bishop Bickerton is the Resident Bishop of the New York Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church.
2 http://aviationhumor.net/the-seeing-eye-dog
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Each church must ask itself the �why� question. This is something we at the United Methodist Church of Hartford have 
been delving into over the last few months. Over the course of the year, we began to ask the questions: Who are we? 
Where are we going?  How will we get there? Our stewardship series dealt with the theme of Giving God our Best: Our 
Best Selves, Our Best Resources, Our Best Service and Commitment.

Not only was Bishop�s message affirming for me, it was also a reminder that we as the Body of Christ have work to do.  
Churches are dying and losing ground. During his time with us, Bishop also shared with us the daunting statistics about 
the United Methodist Church.  From its membership, to baptisms, to discipleship making, just to name a few, each area 
has decreased dramatically over the last few years.  This is not only true for the UMC, but I also discovered this is also 
true of other denominations as well, including the Protestant and Roman Catholic Church.

So, where do we go from here? Do we give up and throw in the towel? Do we sit back and let Satan and his demons win? 
Do we continue to let the secular world influence and give the Holy Spirit a back seat within our churches? OF COURSE 
NOT!!!!

These and several other questions are what we at the UMC of Hartford must ask ourselves.  We must do things differ-
ently! It is not about us or how we feel; it�s about Jesus Christ and bringing the Kingdom of God to the people of God 
within and beyond the walls of the church.  It is about going out and telling others that Jesus loves them and that hope is 
available to them.  It is about standing up for holiness, without having to argue, and not be ashamed about it. 

As we embark on a New Year with hopes, dreams, and visions, the scriptures remind us of our sacred covenant with God, 
the Creator of Heaven and Earth.  For God so loved us that He became the Word in flesh and made His dwelling with us. 
How awesome is that!

God wants to make certain that you and I had someone to whom we could turn to during times of trouble and a dance part-
ner when things are going good.  

From the beginning of time, God created this sacred covenant3  with us. God has never broken His covenant with us 
although we have broken ours. Yet, we can celebrate in knowing that God so loved us that He provided us with a New 
Covenant.  Under this New Covenant we �have been made holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for 
all� (Hebrews 10:10). 

It is the hope that 2018 will be a year of newness and a time for all of us to reflect upon our covenant with God and live 
out the New Covenant God has so graciously provided for us.  Beloved, it is not too late to rekindle your covenant with 
God. It is not too late to desire excellence as our Bishop encourages us to consider. Go ahead and give God a try.  Let�s 
desire excellence. Let�s do ministry in excellence with a new Spirit and energy. Not only will God surprise you, but you 
will surprise yourself.

Below are three questions that Bishop Bickerton gave the clergy and laity to think about.  I encourage all of you to sit 
quietly before the Lord and reflect upon each question. It is the hope that we as a church will participate in small group 
discussions surrounding these questions and other pertinent issues affecting the United Methodist Church. 
 
Question 1:
In what specific ways do you desire excellence in your Christian life, in your local church, and in the New York Annual 
Conference?

Question 2:
Why do we exist as a church?

Question 3:
What is the core of your being?

Remember, �For the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world.� 1John 4:4

Peace,

Pastor Rhonda

3 A covenant is an agreement between God and humanity.



Ashley Blount will bring the program

�Renewing Our Covenant�

There will also be a presentation about Days for Girls by Carol Rivard, a member of Prospect 
UMC, Bristol.  Carol will explain the impact of the Days for Girls effort and the ways our unit and 

individuals can participate with the program.

SUPPER AT 6:30PM - - MEETING AT 7:15PM - - PROGRAM AT 7:45PM

Remember:  It�s a potluck supper.  If you are unable to bring food, the cost is $5.00. Also, please 
remember to bring your table setting!

If you are interested, please call the church office (860-523-5132).

All are welcome! We look forward to seeing you!

The January
United Methodist Women�s gathering

will be held on Tuesday, January 2, 2018.

PLEASE NOTE THAT THE PAT COOMBS SCHOLARSHIP 
DEADLINE IS EARLY THIS YEAR!

Upon her death, Pat Coombs, a long-time member of our church, left money to 
establish a scholarship fund. This fund provides help to high school graduates of all 
ages to enhance their lives through further education.  This can mean for college or 
for other learning opportunities. The fund is administered by the Hartford Founda-
tion for Public Giving through their scholarship program. While there is a prefer-
ence for members of our church, others are considered as well. A church committee 

works with the Hartford Foundation to provide input into the selection process. If you are interested in applying for this 
scholarship, application forms are available in the church office or may be downloaded from our website 
(www.umcofhartford.org). Applications must be postmarked by February 16, 2018�In addition to the scholarship fund, 
Pat also left money directly to our church. We are grateful to Pat for remembering her church in her will, and we encourage 
you to consider our church as you plan your estate. A gift such as this can make a real difference for years to come.

Lectionary Readings for the Month of January 2018

January 6 � Epiphany of the Lord (Color: White)
Isaiah 60:1-6; Psalm 72:1-7, 10-14; Ephesians 3:1-12; Matthew 2:1-12

January 7 � Baptism of the Lord (Color: White)
Genesis 1:1-5; Psalm 29; Acts 19:1-7; Mark 1:4-11

January 14 � 2nd Sunday after the Epiphany (Color: Green)
Human Relations Sunday

1Samuel 3:1-20; Psalm 139:1-6, 13-18; 1Corinthians 6:12-20; John 1:43-51

January 21 � 3rd Sunday after the Epiphany (Color: Green)
Jonah 3:1-5, 10; Psalm 62:5-12; 1Corinthians 7:29-31; Mark 1:14-20

January 28 � 4th Sunday after the Epiphany (Color: Green)
Deuteronomy 18:15-20; Psalm 111; 1Corinthians 8:1-13; Mark 1:21-28





PANEL DISCUSSION SCHEDULED ON CHURCH POLICY REGARDING HOMOSEXUALITY
by Steve Derby

We have scheduled a panel discussion for Sunday January 7, 2018, after worship and preceded by a pot luck luncheon.  This will be 
an opportunity for members of the church to discuss a resolution of momentous importance for the life of our church.  This resolution 
concerns the official policies of the Greater United Methodist Church as they relate to our lesbian and gay sisters and brothers in 
Christ.  These policies state that homosexual intimacy is �inconsistent with Christian teaching� and therefore same-gender marriage is 
not to be supported. Neither is the ordination of homosexuals to be supported.

The panel will discuss the question:  Should we support the status quo, or should we support the canceling of these policies?  John 
Brubaker will defend the status quo and Gretchen Vivier will defend the call for a change in the policies.  We hope to include written 
statements from lesbian and gay members of our congregation as to how these policies have affected their lives. Then we will take 
comments and questions from the floor.

In preparation of this discussion, members of the Inclusiveness Committee over the past year have held one-on-one conversations with 
the active members of the congregation and have sponsored the recently completed book study of �The Bible and Human Sexuality, 
Claiming God�s Good Gift�.

After the panel discussion, the inclusiveness committee will meet to finalize the proposed resolution and present it to the Church 
Council for its consideration.  The council will then schedule a time for a church wide vote.

Some Background: The policies shown below entered the Methodist Book of Discipline in 1972 because of merger negotiations with 
the United Brethren Church.

�Although all persons are sexual beings whether or not they are married, sexual relations are affirmed only with the covenant 
of monogamous, heterosexual marriage.� �The United Methodist Church does not condone the practice of homosexuality and 
considers this practice incompatible with Christian teaching� (BOD 161F). �The practice of homosexuality is incompatible 
with Christian teaching.  Therefore, self-avowed practicing homosexuals are not to be certified as candidates, ordained as 
ministers, or appointed to serve in the United Methodist Church.� (BOD 304.3).

Well aware of the harm these discriminatory policies would cause, Our New York Annual Conference (NYAC) objected to the imple-
mentation of these policies from the very start and has be working to have them negated ever since.

Here are two groups, allied with the NYAC, that came out of this struggle within the UMC:

Reconciling Ministries Network (RMN) was formally founded in September 1982. The Reconciling Ministries Network mobilizes 
United Methodists of all sexual orientations and gender identities to transform our Church and world into the full expression of 
Christ�s inclusive love. It is committed to policy change and the creation of long-term solutions and practices that create full inclusion 
in The United Methodist Church and our broader society.  RMN works for full equality in membership, ordination, and marriage for 
God�s lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender children.

Methodists in New Directions (MIND) was officially founded on November 5, 2006, when reconciling activists throughout the 
NYAC came together, elected officers and a steering committee, decided to become a Reconciling Ministries Network affiliate and a 
membership organization. That date marked the beginning of MIND�s formal existence as an organization, but it was also the culmi-
nation of two years of growing reconciling activism. MIND is a grassroots organization working to end discrimination and prejudice 
against lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered (LGBT) people in the United Methodist Church. The organization states: �We believe 
in living the loving, radical, inclusive Gospel. We believe that Christians are called to follow the example of Christ in proclaiming the 
all-encompassing, extravagant love of God and that the church has a special obligation to welcome the poor and the marginalized. We 
believe that the church has no business mimicking the prevailing prejudice of the society around it.�

On October 16, 2011 laity, clergy and congregations of the NYAC celebrated and published A Covenant of Conscience which says in part:

�Pastoral care and the sacraments and rituals of the church are means of grace by which the lives of all Christians are blessed by God. 
Therefore we, as congregations and as individual laypersons and clergy, declare our commitment to offer such means of grace to all 
persons on an equal basis. We refuse to discriminate against any of God�s children and pledge to make marriage equality a lived reality 
within the New York Annual Conference, regardless of sexual orientation or gender expression.�

In June of 2015 the U.S. Supreme Court declared that State laws banning same-gender marriages were unconstitutional.

The main governing and policy making body of the world wide United Methodist Church is the General Conference. General Confer-
ence meets every 4 years.   Over the years NYAC delegates to the General Conference and its allies have promoted resolutions aimed 
at ending these discriminatory policies.  While unsuccessful, they felt that they were slowly gaining support and that, ultimately, votes 
would go their way.  However, at GC 2016 they were totally stymied.

Having exhausted legislative options, the NYAC is now engaging in civil disobedience (in their view, �biblical obedience�).  Since the 
last General Conference, The New York Annual Conference has ordained openly gay clergy and some clergy are officiating over 
same-gender marriages.

In the midst of all this our Inclusiveness Committee was formed.  Their mission was to seek out the congregation�s thinking on the 
issues of discrimination and inclusiveness and to ascertain their willingness to take a stand on these issues. The following draft resolu-
tion of inclusiveness has been proposed for the congregation�s consideration:

(Continued on next page)
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The Resolution: Therefore, we, the laity of the United Methodist Church of Hartford, declare that institutional discrimination against 
our Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgendered (LGBT) brothers and sisters in Christ is no longer to be tolerated.  We ask that the rules 
against same-sex marriage and ordination of LGBT persons be changed.  While we acknowledge any pastor�s concerns regarding their 
ordination credentials should they conduct a same-sex ceremony, we will support them should they conduct same-sex marriages within 
our sanctuary.  Also, we declare our support for the ordination of LGBT members.  We will inform our New York Annual Conference 
Bishop and our District Superintendent of this declaration.  So help us God.
 
Please plan to attend this important discussion. 

UNITED METHODIST CHURCH OF HARTFORD LGBT MARRIAGE AND ORDINATION 

DRAFT RESOLUTION. AN OPPOSING VIEW � by John Brubaker

The Resolution:  Early in 2018, United Methodist Church of Hartford members will be asked to vote on a resolution which, if 
affirmed by a majority of our members, will go substantially beyond our church�s outstanding Welcoming Statement. It calls for a 
change in United Methodist church policies on same-sex marriage and the ordination of individuals who self-identify as Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual or Transgender. 

Personal Background:  In 1985, I co-authored the first book written by an American doctor about the AIDS epidemic.  In it, and on 
a national radio and television book tour I argued forcefully and effectively against homophobia and the truly terrible discrimination 
faced primarily by gay men as a result of this tragic disease.  But now, for deeply held spiritual reasons, I stand wholeheartedly and 
with the strongest possible conviction in opposition to this draft resolution.  My motive does not in any way, shape or form come from 
a desire to discriminate, to condemn or to judge. It comes as the result of hundreds of hours of study and prayer � a seeking of God�s 
will for me on these subjects.

The Great Unanswered Question:  The issues of gay and lesbian marriage and ordination could be completely resolved in my mind 
if I had a 100% certain answer to the question: �Does God consider same-sex sexual relations sinful?� If I could be certain the answer 
was �No� I would be enthusiastically supporting marital and ordination rights for gay and lesbian individuals. If I were certain the 
answer is �Yes�, I believe a huge majority would oppose these proposals.

What Does Scripture Tell Me?  There are many references in both the Old Testament and New Testament about homosexual sex.  
My reading of these and study of their context gives me no reason to believe that God supports same-sex sexual relations.  Approxi-
mately a dozen scriptures appear to me to be clearly against same-sex sex. I cannot find a single scriptural reference in support of it. 
In creating man and woman God gave us through heterosexual love the most God-like of all human experiences � that of procreation.

Although the Bible was written by humans, I cannot simply over-rule Scripture I don�t agree with on that basis. If I presume the author-
ity to do that, the Bible becomes meaningless � a list of suggestions.  For me the Bible is the absolutely the revealed Word of God. The 
resolution draft not only asks me to ignore Scripture, but to reverse it � to believe that these references really mean �God is in favor 
of same-sex sex.�   Or, as an alternative, it asks me to admit that the Bible means what it says, but to ignore it anyway.  I cannot and 
will not do that.

�What If They Are Wrong?�  I believe at the end of my life, or when Jesus comes, I will be held by God to account for my decisions 
and actions.  No human being truly knows the answer to �does God believe that same-sex sex is sinful?�  Not one.  I am not certain 
whether is �yes� or �no�.  I therefore ask myself �what if they (the drafters of the resolution) are wrong?�  What if, on Judgment Day, 
it turns out that God believes same-sex sex is a sin? If that is revealed, by supporting this resolution, even from the best of good-hearted 
intentions, I would be doing the work of the enemy.

Celibacy vs. Promiscuity:  Because the draft resolution does not state otherwise, I have to interpret that it supports LBGT individuals 
applying for ordination who are actively engaged in their sexual preferences.  The resolution does not acknowledge the primary role 
which marital fidelity and non-marital celibacy has played in the pillars of Methodism � our beloved Pastors.  Prospective Methodist 
Pastors make a pledge before God that if they are married, they will remain sexually faithful to their spouse.  If they are not married, 
they will remain celibate. 

I am deeply grateful for this solemn pledge that Methodist Pastors make � and keep.  If this resolution, as now written, became United 
Methodist policy it would mean one of two things. One is that it would proclaim to the world that marital monogamy and non-marital 
celibacy are unnecessary. Therefore Methodism has made a massive historic mistake. It would shock the Methodist Pastors all over 
the world who faithfully keep this pledge.  Or second, it would tell these wonderful, dedicated servants of Christ to go ahead and keep 
their pledge, but that there is now a new class of Pastors who have special additional promiscuity privileges BECAUSE of their LBGT 
identity.  Do we really want to do this?

Transgenderism:  A foundation of my faith is a desire to be obedient to what I understand to be the Will of God.  To sacrifice my own 
often selfish and immature desires to His. Thy will be done. For me the worst possible sin would be knowingly acting in defiance of 
God�s will.  For me the voice of David is so powerful � in his complete humility, his desire to know God�s will, his gratitude, and his 
absolute acknowledgement of God�s supremacy.

(Continued on next page)



HUMAN RELATIONS DAY IS ON SUNDAY, JANUARY 14

Human Relations Day is one of the Special Sundays of The United Methodist Church. God created each of us in God�s 
image, and we all have potential to do great things.  We celebrate that potential�and the opportunities to work 
together�on Human Relations Day. Your Human Relations Day offering strengthens outreach to communities in the 
United States and Puerto Rico and encourages social justice and work with at-risk youth. Your gifts help to build commu-
nity across all races and peoples.

 1 - Robert Lange
       Manuel Villegas (Connor) (c)

 3 - Elaina Mends 

12 - Robert Drayton

14 - Dianne Antos

16 - Alan Vincent

21 - Donnalin Aggrey

26 - Agnes DeHaney

28 - Ava Nepaul

BIRTHDAYS ANNIVERSARIES

Steve Derby
& Gretchen (Vivier)

1/10/09
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I cannot imagine an act MORE defiant of God than saying to our Heavenly Father �you were wrong when you created me.  I am so 
sure of it, that I am going to convert to the other gender.�  Transgender individuals who make a �full conversion� undergo surgical 
operations involving genital mutilation.  Don�t we, as Methodists, roundly condemn the horrific practice of genital mutilation as part 
of sex trafficking?  Why would we support it if the mutilation was self-imposed?  How could we raise up such an individual into the 
exalted role of Pastor, of leader of a flock of believers? 

Conclusion: These views are my own, arrived at prayerfully.  I do not speak for any other individual.  To my LBGT brothers and 
sisters in Christ I say � you have my Christian love, friendship and fellowship.  I welcome you as a member of my beloved UMCH, 
or in its service.  But I cannot and will not speak for God in stating with certainty that He supports every gender identity or sexual prac-
tice.  For these reasons, I stand opposed to the draft resolution. 


