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Welcome to Our District! 

The Connecticut District hopes not only to inform you but also to empower you to 

be thriving, kingdom-advancing, impact-making disciples of Jesus Christ. Although we 

are at different locations, this newsletter intends to help you stay connected to your 

neighboring pastors, laity, and churches. Let us know via email or phone how 

the newsletter can be more helpful and resourceful to you and your ministries. 
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Mark Your Calendar CELEBRATING 

Black History Month  

• History 

• Educational resources  

• Video on the African American contribution  

to the American story  

• U.S. Census Bureau Facts for Features:  

Black (African-American) History Month 

https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/history-black-history-month/
https://www.blackpast.org/black-history-month-blackpast-org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jkBEjJH1j5U
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jkBEjJH1j5U
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/us-census-bureau-facts-for-features-black-african-american-history-month-february-2016-300197655.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/us-census-bureau-facts-for-features-black-african-american-history-month-february-2016-300197655.html
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CONQUERING OUR “FEARS” 

BY REV. DR. ALPHER SYLVESTER 

District Superintendent, Connecticut 

The Heart of the D.S. 

Morbid Fear, Walking Through Cemetery  

It was always just as the sun began to dip on the horizon that 

my dad will ask if I will journey to the poultry market to 

purchase meat for our Sunday meal. Live poultry was 

important to our Sunday dinner table.  The journey to the 

poultry depot was about four miles from our home via a 

circuitous route or two miles as the crow flies. Regrettably, 

this shortest route cuts through a cemetery.  By the time the 

chicken was plucked and gutted, the sun would have fallen 

below the horizon.  I was left to confront my greatest fear of 

walking through the cemetery, alone, on my way back 

home.  Fear has the 

tendency to mess with 

one’s mind. In hindsight, I 

think that my running 

speed far exceeded that 

of Usain Bolt, the Olympic 

athlete.  I always heard 

and felt someone behind 

me.  They were ever 

matching my speed.  I 

could feel them touching the back of my neck.  My God, I 

ran! As fear energized and propelled me forward.   

This type of fear is called 

Morbid Fear. It’s the type of 

fear that exorcises the ability 

to reason.  It exacerbates the 

flow of adrenaline and 

radicalizes endorphins.   

Morbid fear leaves one to see, 

feel and believe illusions.  To 

our dismay, it distorts reality 

whereby facts and the power to reason are compromised. 

The Bible speaks of this fear by saying that God has not given 

us a Spirit of fear but of power, and of love and of a sound 

mind (2 Tim 1:7).  The Bible demonstrates the potency of 

morbid fear through the life of Job. The things that he feared 

came to pass and wrecked his life for a season (Jb. 3:25).  

Morbid fear nullifies one’s ability to affirm the positive; 

consequently, negative ideation becomes the norm and 

morphs into a position of primacy. Even as it saps one’s 

energy; simultaneously, it plots a course of destruction. 

Reverential Fear  

Of course, fear has redeeming qualities if channeled well.  It 

teaches us to be careful and heightens our senses so that we 

could autonomously navigate difficult terrain while surviving.  

The Bible speaks of Reverential 

fear.  This type of fear is mission 

critical in building a relationship 

with God. The scripture is replete 

with verse that invites us to fear 

the Lord.  It tells us how this type 

of fear is operationalized in our lives: It is the beginning of 

knowledge (Prov. 1:7), through worship, obedience to his 

words, the way we treat our neighbors, the reverence by 

which we apply justice extend mercy and walk humbly with 

our God. 

This writing does not portend to psycho-analyze or in any 

way to suggest a clinical position on fear.  Its written to 

affirm that fear is real.  We are bombarded by situations and 

events that seemingly are exacerbating a heighten sense of 

anxiety where people’s lives are coming apart.  The current 

situation in our church does not help.  It excites greater fear! 

I hear it as I interact and 

navigate among our district, 

our conference and beyond. I 

see it in the eyes of so many; 

even among us that at are at 

the vanguard of conference 

leadership.  And yes, I too 

This section known as “From the Heart of The D.S.” is a blog where we come to learn what is it that’s in the 

D.S.’s heart and mind.  

“yes, I too wrestle with my 

own fears but  I am not 

ashamed to own my fear 

and to be vulnerable in 

sharing my journey to 

conquer it.” 

“Morbid fear exorcises  the 

ability to reason leaves one 

to believe illusions, and 

distorts reality”  

“Reverential fear… 

invites to fear the Lord”  
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wrestle with my own fears but  I am not ashamed to own my 

fear and to be vulnerable in sharing my journey to conquer it. 

I want to encourage you to own and conquer your fears in this 

season of ambivalence and ambiguity. Your ability to rally 

your strength and overcome the fear created by the 

volatility of plans and proposals suggesting innumerable 

ways forward could be 

supported through simple 

strategies suggested by 

scriptures.  God as the source 

of your strength enables you to 

conquer fear with the following 

strategy: 

 

Prayers enable you to conquer fear  

(Phil. 4:6) 

Finding a place of peace will assure victory over fear  

(Phil. 4:7) 

Love will always cast out fear  

(1 Jn. 4:18) 

Trusting in God mitigates the potency of fear  

(Ps.56:3) 

Ardently seeking God will assure deliverance from fear  

(Ps 34:4) 

Faith endears God to obliterate fear from your reality  

(Isa. 41:10). 

Exemplifying Strength and courage mitigates the presence of 

fear (Joshua 1:9 & Deut. 31:6). 

Acknowledging God presence, with you, eradicates fear  

(Ps 23:4) 

Knowing that God is on your side liberates you from all fear  

(Ps. 118:6) 

 

My prayer is that you will be careful for nothing; but in 

everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your 

request be made known to God. And the peace of God, which 

passeth all understanding, shall keep your heart and minds 

through Christ Jesus.  For God has not given us the Spirit of fear; 

but of power and of love, and of a sound mind. 

“God as the source of your 

strength enables you to 

conquer fear” 
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As the saying goes, "Laughter is the best medicine." We are dedicating this section in our hopes to put a smile 

on your face and brighten your day. And some jokes contain a grain of truth. Let us be the people who can use 

our sense of humor to find some joy in our ministries and gain secret insights into our lives.  

“Funny Things Are Everywhere!” 
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Welcome to the Missions section of this newsletter. Our District has supported and continues to support 

many missionaries around the world. You will hear stories of missionaries and their ministries and see ways to 

be connected and support them.   

Connecticut in Mission 

BY REV. LISA BOSWORTH 

Pastor at Seymour United Methodist Church in CT 

As Connecticut’s HUB of Mission Central, Seymour UMC has 

endeavored to reach out to local and global community in a 

number of ways, including delivering various standardized 

“kits” to Mission Central in Mechanicsburg, PA. Their own 

otherwise unused classrooms have become the Valley 

Colossal Clothes Closet, an elegant display of needed 

clothing items for men, women, children, and infants ~ all 

given at no cost to anyone in genuine need. This open house 

occurs on the first Saturday of each month from 11-2. The 

new and like-new items are all donated by generous 

community members. They have been able to help fire 

victims, single parents, folks newly released from prison, 

elderly folks on fixed incomes, and many others. Their 

purpose is to offer friendship, a listening ear, and the 

occasional prayer. Many of their “customers” are eager to 

give back, contributing their own items so others can 

benefit; and many find opportunity to encourage one 

another! 

On Thursday mornings an ecumenical C.H.E.E.R.S. group 

(“Christians Helping Everyone Everywhere, Reaching Souls”) 

meets at Seymour UMC to assemble a wide variety of useful 

items for many of Connecticut’s homeless folks, many times 

connecting with the Brian O’Connell Homeless Project. As 

long as bags are still donated, they continue to put together 

“plarn” (a mixture of plastic and yarn materials) mats as well. 

In addition this group has donated homemade blankets and 

infants’ hats to area hospitals. 

Seymour in Mission  
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Connecticut in Mission 

BY REV. DR. TOM VENCUSS 

Coordinator of Mission Ministry  

NYAC - Bahamas response update 

At the request of Bishop Rolle of the MCCA to Bishop 

Bickerton, a small group from the NYAC, including 3 

members of the Caribbean Mission Partnership, travelled to 

the Bahamas in December, meeting with church leadership 

from both Methodist denominations, visiting communities 

affected by the hurricane, and discussing ways in which the 

NYAC can assist with the recovery. Our host was Rev 

Stephanie Gottschalk, director of Bahamas Methodist 

Habitat and a former UMVIM Conference Coordinator. One 

of the take-aways from our time there is the need for 

volunteer teams as part of the long-term recovery in 

addition to pastoral care concerns for impacted 

communities.  A follow-up team is travelling February 2 to 7 

to provide disaster response training including emotional 

and spiritual care.  

 

 

A volunteer team from Connecticut is being led by Kevin 

Sweet, March 21 to 28. The cost is $800 and the contact 

person for applications is Tom Vencuss 

(tvencuss@nyac.coom).  

All Bahama response applicants must have a passport (with 

at least a six-month expiration from time of travel), a current 

UMCOR Early Response Badge, be in good physical 

condition, and able to “rough it.” We will be among the first 

teams to respond.  

 

Click here for more updates on our mission work in Puerto 

Rico   

Updates on Mission 

https://www.nyac.com/relief
https://www.nyac.com/relief
https://www.nyac.com/relief
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 For the last few years, I have been blessed with the 
opportunity to work on the New York Annual Conference 
Worship team and the General Conference Worship team. 
Here are a few things I have learned from these experiences: 

 1. Gather a Team 

Not a committee, a team. 
You have in your 
congregation people with 
the right spiritual gift to 
help you to create the 
worshiping experience. You 
need a music minister and 

musicians. You need someone who can work with 
technology and sound. You need a visual artist that can 
decorate the altar. You need liturgical dancers. You need 
someone the gift of administration to help to organize all 
who will be participating. You need someone who will design 
the bulletin. Keep in mind your setting and the culture of 
your congregation to form your team. Meet regularly, pray 
together, worship together, and envision together the 
worship experience. 

 2. Select the Theme 

Whether you are a lectionary 
preacher, a narrative lectionary 
preacher, or just like to jump 
around preacher, plan your 
worship theme with time. Create 
a worship guide containing the 
date, the scriptures, the main 
ideas you will be covering. Then 
share your worship guide with 

your team, so they can start praying and working on their 
areas. You would be surprised how the ideas will flow from 
one person to another. 

I am a worship series preacher. I usually plan by seasons, 
with a central idea as overhead and different aspects of that 
main idea each Sunday determined by the Scripture of the 
day. Everything on the service match that theme. The music, 

the prayers, the sermon, the children sermon, the choir, we 
all say the same thing in different ways.  

3. Create a Worshipful Space 

Make your space welcoming and inviting. Look at your 
worship area with the eyes of a visitor that has not been in 
church for a while. Make sure your language is also inclusive, 
resist the temptation to think everyone knows what you are 
talking about! Keep in mind the comfort of children and 
older adults. Is your worship space accessible for all? Help 
everyone to feel welcome when they are worshiping with 
you. Remember, the worship experience starts in the parking 
lot! 

4. Engage Your People 

Liturgy is the work of the 
people, so make your people 
work. Engage all the senses 
in the worship, make sure to 
make it as participative as 
possible according to your 
context. Give opportunities 
for a variety of voices to be 
part of your worship. 

5. Welcome the Holy Spirit 

No matter what, if you do your homework, God will show up. 
Allow the Holy Spirit to guide you. Have someone from your 
team pray with you every Sunday before the service begins. 
Listen to the prompting of the spirit, and feel free to adjust 
your plan as you go along. 

  

 

 

 

 

BY REV. XIMENA DIAZ-VARAS 

Pastor at First United Methodist Church of Torrington in CT  

Best Practices for Planning and Leading Worship 

Each pastor has a passion for something they do that is unique, cutting edge, and successful in bringing 

people to Christ. This is the section of the newsletter where we share resources, experiences, stories, 

practices and ways of addressing recurring issues and problems. There is always something new to learn and 

bring into our pastoral ministry that is effective, life-changing and draws in new disciples.   

Best Practices in Ministry 
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6. Welcome Feedback 

Meet regularly with your team to discuss what worked and 
what didn’t. Look for feedback from your congregation.  Set 
up mystery visitors that can come unannounced and give 
you feedback on the whole worship experience. 

 Above all, keep God at the center of all you do, give your 
heart to God in worship. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Ximena A. Díaz-Varas 
Pastor of First United Methodist Church of Torrington  
www.torringtonfumc.org 

 

 

Best Practices in Ministry 

http://www.torringtonfumc.org/


11 

Shepherding on Plateaus  

Shepherding a church comes with plenty of highs and lows. 

Some days feel like a roller-coaster ride right after eating two 

pounds of funnel cake. But leading a church isn’t just peaks 

and valleys. Plateaus exist. Plateaus can last for a long 

season. In fact, plateaus are more common for most leaders. 

The highs and lows are simply more memorable—they stand 

out more. We talk more about them.  

These plateaus are not 

necessarily connected 

to the leader’s 

emotional state. These 

plateaus are not 

necessarily connected 

to the (spiritual or 

numerical) growth and 

decline of a church, 

though average attendance Sundays often elicit a “meh” 

type of response.  

By plateau, I am referring to the tone of an entire 

congregation. While the church leader’s attitude will 

inevitably filter into the church with time, sometimes the 

attitude of the church hits pause. No church can sustain peak 

passion. No church should perpetually stumble in the valley. 

And most every church—rightly or wrongly—will experience 

a string of typical weeks, if not months. The collective 

sentiment of the church can stall between a high and low. 

And the people of the church may feel as if they’ve paused 

emotionally. What are some things leaders can do while 

leading on the plateau?  

Epic Road Trip  

Avoid complacency and anticipate transformation. I took an 

epic road trip with some buddies a few years ago. We drove 

to the Grand Canyon to hike the backcountry. To get there, 

we traveled through West Texas. It’s a long stretch of 

treeless, flat land. It’s beautiful but repetitive. The road can 

lull you into complacency. The way to drive it is to anticipate 

a change of scenery. The flatness seems to collapse on an 

infinite horizon. But you know the road will eventually 

transform to a new landscape. Church leaders can inspire 

the congregation on an emotional plateau with a sense of 

anticipation of what God will do next. Even if it’s not readily 

apparent, the anticipation of what’s beyond the horizon can 

get people excited.   

Small Victories  

Take delight in small victories. When big things happen, 

small victories get lost. When you’re leading people on a 

plateau, however, the small victories are fresh reminders of 

God continuing to work.  

Stop, listen, and learn. Plateaus are pleasantly flat. It makes 

it easier to listen and learn when you’re not dreading the 

valley or losing your breath ascending the peak. In fact, your 

learning curve can be steepest on the plateau. As a leader, 

enjoy the predictable path of the plateau and use the 

opportunity to stop, listen, and learn.  

Every church has a tone, a collective sentiment. Your 

congregation will feel things together. When the church’s 

feelings pause between a high and low, you can find yourself 

leading on a plateau. It won’t last. Use the time wisely, take 

note of the small victories, and lead your congregation to 

anticipate transformation. 

BY Lead Pastor at the West Bradenton Baptist Church in FL 

Leading on the Emotional Plateau  

Pastors need to be pastored and inspired. The spiritual health of a pastor really ought to be a priority for his 

or her congregation. We want to share inspiring and insightful “thoughts” from pastors, primarily within our 

district, with the aims to minister and empower one another. It is our prayer that we keep each other 

accountable as we are building God's kingdom together in the Connecticut District.   

A Pastor Speaks 
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Bishop Harvey Elected as President of the Council of Bishop  

& Our Bishop Bickerton Named President-Designate for 2020-2024 

The Greek word, gnosis, refers to not any knowledge but a higher form of knowledge; knowledge from 

experience of divinity or that which is beyond the five senses. In this section of the newsletter, we want to 

provide you a great educational tool to a wide array of topics related to our lives and ministries. Topics may 

include revitalizing churches, self-care, the Way Forward, etc.  

Gnosis 2020 

Bishop Thomas J. Bickerton, left, and Bishop Cynthia Fierro 

Harvey, right, confer with Bishop John Schol during the 2019 

Special General Conference in St. Louis.  

 

LAKE JUNALUSKA, N.C.  - Bishop Cynthia Fierro Harvey, the 

area bishop of Louisiana Conference, was today elected 

president of the Council of Bishops of The United Methodist 

Church during the bishops’ meeting at Lake Junaluska 

Assembly. 

Also elected were: 

 President-Designate:  Bishop Thomas Bickerton 

 Secretary: Bishop Tracy Malone 

 Executive Secretary: Bishop Bruce Ough 

 Ecumenical Officer: Bishop Sally Dyck 

 Past President: Bishop Ken Carter 

The current officer holders are Bishop Carter, president; 

Bishop Harvey, president-designate; and Bishop Mande 

Muyombo as secretary. The new officers will take office at 

the end of the May 2020 General Conference. 

 

Outgoing Secretary Bishop Mande Muyombo was elected 

chair of the Connectional Table. 

 

The executive secretary serves as the operations officer of 

the Council and works closely with the Secretary to monitor 

actions of the Council and Executive Committee. The 

ecumenical officer is responsible for relationships with other 

Churches and/or ecclesial bodies.  Both serve four-year 

terms and take office on September 1, 2020. Bishop Marcus 

Matthews and Bishop B. Michael Watson are the current 

holders of the positions.  

The UMC announced a proposal called, Protocol of Reconciliation and Grace Through Separation. The undersigned purpose 

restricting the UMC by separation as the best means to resolve what it called “fundamental differences” regarding its beliefs on 

human sexuality. Here is a link to the full protocol.  Here is a link to frequently asked questions about the UM mediation team. 

Protocol of Reconciliation and Grace Through Separation  

What’s Happening in Methodism Beyond American Shores?  

Central Conference Perspectives (UM News) The Pre-General Conference briefing drew mostly people from the U.S. However, 

the gathering also included perspectives from leaders in the central conferences. Delegates and other leaders from Africa and the 

Philippines gathered to discuss and promote A Christmas Covenant: Our Gift of Hope.” The covenant calls for church unity and 

legislative equality between the U.S. and central conferences. The proposed protocol also aims to restructure the remaining global 

United Methodist Church into regional conferences with flexibility to adapt church policies, including on LGBTQ inclusion.  

Here is an article of how bishops in Europe assess the protocol of reconciliation and grace through separation  

Here is a link to an article and video of Bishop Joaquina Nhanala who spoke on behalf of the majority of African bishops  

Here is a link to an articled titled, “UMC Schism and the Philippines”  

 

https://www.unitedmethodistbishops.org/files/websites/www/pdfs/signed+umc+mediation+protocoal+statement+-2020.pdf
https://www.unitedmethodistbishops.org/newsdetail/frequently-asked-questions-about-the-united-methodist-mediation-team-13133711
https://www.umnews.org/en/news/foretaste-of-whats-on-the-table-at-gc2020
https://www.umnews.org/-/media/umc-media/2019/12/19/20/51/christmas-covenant-document.ashx
https://um-insight.net/in-the-church/umc-future/recommended-reading-european-bishops-on-the-protocol/
https://um-insight.net/in-the-church/umc-future/african-femal/
https://um-insight.net/in-the-church/umc-global-nature/umc-schism-and-the-philippines/
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REV. HERRON GASTON 

Pastor at Summerfield United Methodist Church 

in Bridgeport, CT  

Ministry to youth is an essential part of the missional focus of the church, and teaching young people in the 

church to grow in their relationship with God prepares them to serve Christ in all they do in their 

adulthood. We invite you to send us articles and pictures on great things that youths are doing at your 

church. Let's celebrate the future of our church!  

Connecticut Youth in Action 

A youth rally in Bridgeport held on Saturday promoted a 

program that officials say is keeping kids off the street and 

reducing violent crime. 

The basement was filled at Summerfield United Methodist 

Church with students and parents who took part in “Youth 

with a Purpose” – an intensive program that tracks students’ 

grades and gives them counseling. 

Rev. Dr. Herron K. Gaston says the program helps keep 

students on track for college. 

"They can be what they want to be if they're willing to work 

hard," said Rev. Gaston. 

Melanie Sanabria, 19, says the program helped her in many 

ways. She says she wouldn't be a sophomore at Housatonic 

Community College right now without it. 

"There's just so many aspects to it. I built my resume, I met 

so many people," she told News 12. 

Sen. Richard Blumenthal says the mentor program should be 

used as a national model for success.  

‘Youth With a Purpose’ Aims to Keep Kids on Right Path 

Click here to view the article and a video clip  

http://connecticut.news12.com/story/41114183/youth-with-a-purpose-aims-to-keep-kids-on-right-path
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REV. JENNA JOHNSON 

Youth Ministries Coordinator  

On February 15th, a group of 18 high school youth from 

across the Conference will head to Kingston, Jamaica to 

spend a week working with the National Children’s Home. 

We’ve partnered with Bishop Christine Gooden Benguche of 

Jamaica and the chaplain, Rev. Alison Iton at the Children’s 

Home to help with repairs around the facility, lead Bible 

studies for the students, and design more play friendly 

spaces. Thanks to our Methodist connections, we’ll also 

work with a Pre-K school and get to visit with an elementary 

through high school campus. We’re hoping that through this 

partnership, our students will learn more about the global 

connection, being the hands and feet of Christ, and have a 

deeper understanding of Jamaican culture.  

Connecticut Youth in Action 

Mission Trip to Jamaica  

Let Us Celebrate the Youth Together  
If you have a youth ministry that you want to share with the district,  

please click here to submit your articles and pictures 

https://ny-reg.brtapp.com/PleaseSubmitYourCTYouthinActionHere
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Let us pray for you and with you 

Please take the time out to let us know what prayer request you have for us. Let us share what’s in your heart and 

mind with your brothers and sisters in Christ. When we pray for one another, miracles being to take place.  

You can click here to submit your prayer requests   

We pray because we believe in the power of prayer. Prayer keeps us connected with God and with one 

another. You can submit prayer requests to the link below, and the district will keep you in prayers.  

Prayer Requests 

While reading a book written in 1946, “Prayer, The Mightiest 

Force in the World” by Frank Charles Laubach, I was reminded of 

something I used to practice. It’s called “flash prayers!” Flash 

Prayers are prayers that we pray silently as we observe the 

people around us. I just flew down see my son Nate who is in 

the Navy, stationed in Mississippi. While I sat waiting for my 

flight or while walking through the airport I would say silent 

prayers for the people I saw. Sometimes when you are saying 

these flash prayers, the folks we are praying for may smile or 

even talk to us. 

 

  

God will also give us opportunities to pray for people out loud 

from time also. Before I sat down in the plane, I asked God to 

make me a blessing to whoever may sit with me. A young man 

of 23 then sat down next to me and we had the most splendid 

time talking about life and God. As we touched down I had the 

privilege of praying with Ty and giving him my contact info. God 

still works as we pray! 

  

Try a flash prayer today! 

 Pastor Chris Yount 

REV. CHRIS YOUNT 

Pastor at New Life United Methodist Church  

in New Fairfield, CT 

 Flash Praying!  

https://ny-reg.brtapp.com/PrayerRequest
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Mark Your Calendar Upcoming Events  

Celebrating Black History Month 

Harlem on My Mind  

Sunday, February 9 at 3pm  

Snow date: February 23 

Asbury-Crestwood UMC  

in Tuckahoe, NY    

Jazz Gospel Concert (Setauket)  

Sunday, February 23  

from 4-6:00pm 

Setauket UMC  

2020 Bishop’s Convocation  

Tuesday-Thursday, February 11-13, 2020  

The Kartrite Resort and Indoor Waterpark in Monticello, NY  

Must register  

Black History Month Lecture  

Tuesday, February 18 at 7:30pm 

Calvary UMC in Bronx, NY 

Safe Sanctuaries 

Saturday, February 15  

from 10:00am—1:00pm 

NY Conference Center  

Sexual Ethics and Boundaries 

Training  

February 18-19    

https://www.nyac.com/eventdetail/13249780?month=2&year=2020&day=1&display=m
https://www.nyac.com/eventdetail/13249780?month=2&year=2020&day=1&display=m
https://www.nyac.com/eventdetail/13143439?month=2&year=2020&day=1&display=m
https://www.nyac.com/bishops-convocation-2020
https://www.nyac.com/eventdetail/13245639?month=2&year=2020&day=1&display=m
https://www.nyac.com/eventdetail/13034816?month=2&year=2020&day=1&display=m
https://www.nyac.com/eventdetail/13142984?month=2&year=2020&day=1&display=m
https://www.nyac.com/eventdetail/13142984?month=2&year=2020&day=1&display=m

