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n April 12, 2002, 88 high
school students, along
with 16 adults, from the
First Congregational
Church of Guilford’s
Pilgrim Fellowship group,
traveled to the Back Bay
Mission in Biloxi Mississippi.
Our Pilgrim Fellowship is committed to God’s
work by doing local mission throughout the year,
and then picking a site for a larger mission pro-
ject in the spring. This was the largest group that
Back Bay Mission has ever hosted at one time
and because of the size of the group, we were
housed across the bay at Camp Wilkes, a Boy
Scout Camp. Continued on page A5
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Back Bay Mission is the only UCC presence in Mississippi, and
provides a wide range of social services for people of the Gulf Coast.
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EDITORIAL ¥ THE REV. DR.

DAVIDA FOY CRABTREE

Working

the Frontier

Recently an article
appeared in our local
paper about a radio sta-
tion afpliated with the far
right. The date line was
Kalispell, Montana.
Immediately | thought of
our new UCC church in
Kalispell, started pve years
ago by the Montana-
Northern Wyoming
Conference. | remember
being inspired by the
vision of this new church
as a true alternative faith
community for those in
militia country who would stand against the politics
of hate.

So | called Rev. John Schaeffer, my Conference
Minister colleague there, to learn what has hap-
pened since | last heard the story of the founding of
the church. He told me they had grown to 60 mem-
bers and were about to call their new pastor. | heard
excitement in JohnOs voice as he talked about this
vibrant and faithful UCC church with their many
opportunities for mission and witness and their con-
comitant challenges. They decided on day one to be
an Open and AfPrming church and to extend what
President John Thomas calls an extravagant wel-

come to all kinds of people. That in itself
is living water in an environment where
fundamentalism tends to stoke the bres
of hate.

So many of our churches in the west live
in isolation from other UCC churches
because of the great distances. If |
remember correctly, it is over ten hours
from Kalispell to the Conference ofbce,
and one passes only a few other churches
of our kind of faith on that route. Yet in
another way, the church in Kalispell is more sup-
ported by the prayer and encouragement of the rest
of the churches of the Conference than is any of
ours here in Connecticut. What is that old saw?
Absence makes the heart grow fonder! Where we
take so much for granted here B a church in most
every town, plenty of people to join us on any given
Sunday, at most a two hour drive to a Conference
event b the people of the Montana-Northern
Wyoming Conference take nothing for granted
except the unity they experience with one another
and the grace of God that attends their lives.

After | concluded that call to John, | gave thanks to
God for his faithful witness and leadership. He has
been working that frontier for well over a decade
now, most of that time all by himself. Thirty-eight
churches spread over that huge region, nurtured
and supported by this man and the Conference
Board and its committees. There must be extended
times of profound loneliness. | know there are,
because he and | have talked about it. He faces
many of the same stresses | do as a Conference
Minister, but he does so without the collegial sup-
port of a wonderful, creative and faithful staff such
as we have in this Conference.

The opportunities for mission in the MNW
Conference are legion, the needs of the churches
substantial, the isolation of the clergy breathtaking.
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As the Grateful
long, strange
trip itOs been.O

ran g Well, perhaps
- not solong.
After three
I rI p years with the
Conference, |
have accepted
a call as senior minister of Plymouth
Congregational UCC in Ft. Collins, Colorado,
where | will begin serving in July. It is an exciting
opportunity to serve a dynamic congregation. |
Connecticut Conference, and | am grateful to all
those people whom | count as teachers: the laity
of our 257 churches, our clergy, the national staff
of the UCC, and my colleagues on the staff of the
Connecticut Conference. | continue to feel a
sense of GodOs call to parish ministry, a call that |

A L O n Dead once
g y sang, OWhat a
Connecticut
have learned much in my ministry with the
feel compelled to answer.

IOve had some time to reRect on my time in
Connecticut, | am struck by how extraordinarily
blessed this conference is, for several reasons.

And 1Om also wondering whether those beati-
tudes can sometimes be counted as curses.

Blessing I: Connecticut has the highest concen-
tration of UCC congregations in the nation. If

you drive through Connecticut, youOll see at least
one UCC church in virtually every city and town.
Sometimes itOs wonderful to say the words
OCongregationalO or OUCCO and have non-mem-
bers know just what youOre talking about. That
doesnOt happen much in other parts of the coun-
try. We are a force to be reckoned with in
Connecticut, in terms of sheer numbers (more
than 100,000) and in terms of inBuence. Think

of it this way: one in fourteen UCC members live
in Connecticut.

The curse is that there are so many of us that we
take each other B and our denomination b for
granted. Sometimes we see other UCC congrega-
tions as the competition, rather than as our col-
leagues, whom we nurture, encourage, and col-
laborate with.

Blessing Il: We have a rich history. We have
nearly 400 years of Congregational history in
ConnecticutEnot all of it pretty (ever heard

about the Mystic Massacre in 1637?) We stand on
Continued on page 3

Yet there they are, and | give thanks for them, and
for the thousands of others who minister on one
frontier or another across this country.

John mentioned to me on our call that there are
historic connections between New England and
Montana, that the great majority of their churches

The opportunities
for mission in
the Montana-Northern
Wyoming Conference
are legion, the needs of the
churches substantial,
the isolation of the clergy
breathtaking.

are of our heritage, with direct ties to Connecticut
and Massachusetts. That is true for so many of those
now ministering on the frontiers of our country. Let
us not forget our brothers and sisters who labor in
other vineyards to carry the gospel of Jesus Christ to
those who have never heard it, or who have only
heard it in part. And may GodOs richest blessing be
upon them all.
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by LINDA CARLETON

When | was growing up in northern
Virginia, my family didnOt go to church.
This periodically presented some prob-
lems. | remember that my second-grade
teacher didnOt believe me when | said,
Ol dondt know anyO in response to the
request that we sing our favorite hymn.
It was a time when we still said the
LordOs Prayer and sang OJesus Loves
MeO in the public schools, and she
looked aghast when one day | asked,
OWho is Jesus?0 (A book of childrenOs
Bible stories appeared in our home
sometime after that and for a few
months, my mother dropped me off at

a Unitarian Sunday school for some
religious education.)

In the 1950s, | felt like an anomaly;
today, my parentsO rejection of the
church is the norm for many in our
secular society. In his most recent book,
Why Faith MattergHuston Smith exam-
ines the ways in which the modern
world has undermined religion.
Scientism, academia, the media and the
law have created a dark tunnel in which
the light of God is barely visible. Our
cultureOs materialist worldview has led
to a technological revolution and a
global community. However, its atten-
dant neglect of values and ultimate
questions has also produced a dehu-
manizing society that has engendered a

fundamentalist reaction around the
globe. In the past year, we have become
painfully aware of how profoundly we
are all affected by these changes. The
major challenge to post-modern society
(and, indeed, to the human race) is
whether we can reclaim a faith-based
worldview with the power to unite

rather than divide the worldOs people.

Any effort to afbrm such a faith-based
worldview today must take into account
the reality of religious pluralism. The
members of our congregations all have
neighbors, co-workers, classmates, and
friends who embrace other religions.
Both world events and the people next
door are leading us to ask difbcult
questions that have often been ignored
by the local church: What do other reli-
gions believe? How can | afPrm the
Christian gospel amid so many compet-
ing truth claims? Must | believe that
Christ is the only truth? Or the only
way to salvation? Perhaps the most
pressing theological question of our
age is how we as Christians can respond
to the religious pluralism of the world
we live in.

The tragic reality is that the answer to
this question that most frequently
reaches the public ear is the exclusivist
response of fundamentalist Christianity,
OJesus loves you, but youOre going to
hell unless you are (our kind of)
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the shoulders of giants: the founding of
the American Board of Commissioners
for Foreign Missions in 1810, the brst
missions to India (1812) and Hawaii
(1819), and the Amistad Incident
(1839). The Missionary Society of
Connecticut started 400 churches in 40
years, beginning in 1798.

The curse is that we sometimes rest on
our 19th-century laurels and fail to real-
ize our full potential. We need to rekin-
dle our missionary zeal and our sense of
the Social Gospel. We need to come
together as a whole to be the church
and not remain insular. Together, our
Connecticut churches have combined
budgets in excess of $600 million each
year, and yet we often remain focused
inward as local congregations, rather
than looking outward at what we are
called to do as good stewards with our
abundance.

Blessing I11: We have excellent staff
resources. | am moving to a conference
with three fulltime staff members, who
cover 90 churches spread across three

very large states (53 times the geograph-
ic size of Connecticut!).

The staff of the Connecticut Conference
is an incredible resource for those who
tap into the source. We have expertise in
clergy search-and-call, organizational
and leadership development, steward-
ship, outdoor ministry, Christian educa-
tion, planned giving, justice, legislative
advocacy, mission, media relations, and a
host of other areas. And on a given
Sunday it is typical for at least bve of us
to be preaching in pulpits around the
state.

The curse can be that not everybody
knows what we have available, and oth-
ers take it for granted. Here is an idea:
go to www.ctucc.org and see where your
congregationOs needs and the confer-
enceOs resources intersect. Join a FIDO*
online discussion and connect with

other UCC members or get updates on
such issues as stewardship.

(to be continued in the July-August issue of
Conntact)

Christian.O | know from my own
experience that this response is
a toxic one. For the brst pfteen
years of my adult life, | Plled
the spiritual void in my heart by
teaching high school compara-
tive religions. | was profoundly
moved by the sacred experi-
ences and spiritual truths to be
found in all the world®s endur-
ing religions b all, that is,
except Christianity. My under-
standing of the gospel came pri-
marily through the secular
media, and as much as | longed
for a personal relationship with
the divine, | could not entertain
a God who seemed to me like
an angry and arbitrary parent
or a church that condemned to
hell those who know the God of
love by other name. | had no
idea there was another face to
Christianity until | invited Rusty
Hicks to speak to my class.
Rusty was then the abbot of the
New Haven Zen Center, but |
discovered that he was also an
ordained minister in the United
Church of Christ B and that he
saw no contradiction in these
roles. RustyOs inclusive faith
allowed me to open the doors
of a Congregational Church,
and God has done the rest.
Now I, too, am ordained in the
UCC, called to a ministry of
refugee resettlement and teach-
ing comparative religions within
the church.

| am convinced that today all of
our churches are called to
broaden their understanding of
the worldOs religions and to
wrestle with the theological
guestions surrounding religious
pluralism. This is especially true
for our youth. Even those
young people who have grown
up within the UCC are well

aware of outside messages. They gious pluralism (during the acade-

learn the history and basic
premises of the world religions
in their high school world civi-
lizations classes. They are infect-
ed by the anti-religious bias of
our media and are angered that
many Christians condemn the
faiths of their non-Christian
friends. They are already asking
the difbcult questions. In order
for our faith in the love of God
in Christ to make any sense to
the reality of our youth, it is
imperative that we let them

know that there are theological-
ly and biblically sound alterna-
tives to an exclusivist response
to the world religions.

| have heard it argued that the
job of the church is not to Odo
comparative religionsO but to
encourage Christian identity
formation. However, we all
know that Christian identity
cannot be formed in a vacuum;
it must take place in meaning-
ful dialog with whatever world
we live in. TodayOs world gives
us no alternative but to form
our identities within the con-
text of religious pluralism and
the messages of our secular cul-
ture. And to do this effectively,
our churches must deliberately
address these realities them-
selves. If we fail to do so, we
leave this crucial part of faith
development to our secular cul-
ture and the exclusivist
Christian messages portrayed by
the media. Given the enormity
of todayOs needs for interfaith
understanding, this is simply no
longer a viable alternative.

Linda Carleton graduated from

Yale Divinity School in 2001 after
teaching history and comparative
religions at Guilford High School

for over twenty years. As founder of
Melita Welcome House, she current-
ly serves as assistant minister for
refugee programs at the First
Congregational Church in Guilford
and also works as sponsorship
developer for Interfaith Refugee
Ministry. Linda has taught com-
parative religions for adult educa-
tion programs, interfaith groups,
conbrmation classes and an
Elderhostel program sponsored by
Bangor Seminary. She is available
to preach on issues relating to reli-

mic year) and to offer programs on
comparative religions or on the
Christian response to religious plu-
ralism for adults or high school con-|
Prmation classes or youth groups.
You can contact Linda by e-mail at
lindacarleton@prodigy.net or by
calling 203.453-0254.




