It hardly seems possible, but Advent is upon us. This year our Thanksgiving holiday weekend ends with the beginning of Advent. The cornucopia and Advent wreath share space in our sanctuary this Sunday as we give thanks for our bountiful blessings and prepare for the coming of the One who is our greatest blessing. It is a time to give (thanks) and to receive (the Savior). In both respects we battle a culture that threatens to deprive the holidays of any holy days. Football and food dominate Thanksgiving celebrations, and gifts galore compete for space in the manger with the baby Jesus. We are called to be countercultural this season, to make the holidays holy days. We do so by giving thanks to the God from whom our blessings flow as we gather with family and friends at Thanksgiving tables. We do so by preparing for the coming of the Christ child to Bethlehem by hearing again the familiar words of the prophets and gospel writers, singing the carols that herald his birth, and lifting to God our prayers for the world that awaits his return in glory. Despite days that seem as chaotic as those days of Herod and Augustus Caesar into which Jesus was born, we pause to remember that God remembers us – loves us – and blesses us.
Take time this week to remember, to give thanks, and to light an Advent candle in preparation for the coming of the One who is Christ our Lord.

~ John C. Peterson, November 24, 2008
On Saturday I had the memorial service for Virginia Eckes, a long-time member who died last week at the glorious age of 94! If you visited Virginia at her apartment at Sunnyside you found wedged into her small living room a piano AND an organ. Virginia loved music, especially church music and it was reflected in the feng shui of her living space! At her memorial service I recalled the handwritten letters which graced the beginning and end of many of Johann Sebastian Bach’s original manuscripts: J.J. at the beginning (Jesu Juva – Jesus help us) and S.D.G. (Soli Deo Gloria – to God alone be the glory). Our lives are lived between those same cries. 

Lately there seem to be more Jesu Juvas than Soli Deo Glorias! Economic uncertainties have given rise to cries of “Jesus help us!” from the offices of Wall Street and the factories of Detroit, but also from homes, businesses and church pews here. Wars and rumors of war have inspired those cries from the sands of Iraq and the mountains of Afghanistan, but also closer to home from the mouths of the families of troops who are serving there and all of us who keep them in our prayers. For some, it is disgust with the current president and for others anxiety about the president-elect that gives rise to that cry, but I suspect that the same words escape the lips of both men as they contemplate the burdens they bear. For each of us, “Jesus help us!” is a fitting plea for these days.
But that plea should always share space with our Soli Deo Glorias, for God is good! God does marvelous things in our midst! As Yulee Larner faithfully reminded us over the years, the music that Virgina Eckes loved was not sung or played for performance, but to glorify God. That is why we say, “Amen!” when our spirits are stirred by an anthem or prelude, and we need some means of expressing our gratitude. Instead of applauding the performance we say, “Amen!” (literally, “so be it”), adding our voices in glorifying God. May J.J. and S.D.G. – “Jesus help us!” and “To God be the glory!” mark all of our days and all of our prayers – these days and all days!
~ John C. Peterson, November 17, 2008
From the Associate Pastor's Blog . . . 

We have all drunk from wells we did not dig and been warmed by fires we did not build. The words of that proverb which grace the message on our pledge cards were especially poignant on Sunday as we recalled our Reformed ancestors in faith and those saints from whom we have inherited our faith. We have been shaped by those who have gone before us and have inherited from them a legacy to share with future generations. They all endured hardships and challenges that threatened their faith and lives, yet they faithfully persevered, so that we might be heirs to their legacy of faith and faithfulness. 
From the Pastor's Desk . . .  
 
A number of folks have commented on how quickly Christmas has come this year. With the first Sunday in Advent falling on the Sunday after Thanksgiving there seems to be less time for all the caroling, decorating, shopping and partying that are joys of the season. In addition there have been weddings and funerals, surgeries and sicknesses – a mixture of joys and sorrows this Advent season. Life intrudes on our preparations for that Silent Night! But it has always been so. The world did not stop for Jesus’ birth:

shepherds kept on watching their sheep until the angels appeared,

wise men bounced on across the desert aboard their camels,

the innkeeper took care of his guests,

much of Bethlehem slept on,

Herod hatched more evil plans,

people lived and died,

babies cried.

The world didn’t stop for Jesus’ birth then, and it does not stop now. God came to us in the midst of our muddled lives to bring us hope, joy, and peace with which to face this day and the days to come. Jesus doesn’t come to take us away from all this; Jesus comes to be with us in the midst of all this. He comes to bring us hope, calling us to believe the good news (and good noise) which he embodies and proclaims: to us a child is born who is the savior of the world! He is Emmanuel which means, God with us! God is with us – in Bethlehem two    thousand years ago and in Staunton today. Because God is with us, we can face whatever may come. So –

Come to Bethlehem and see Him whose birth the angels sing
Come adore on bended knee Christ, the Lord, the newborn king.
May peace, joy, and hope fill your Advent days and all the days of your life! On behalf of my family – Karen, Emily, Daniel, Lucy, and me – have a joyous, blessed Christmas!

~ John C. Peterson, December 15, 2008


This Sunday we continue our Advent preparation with Lessons and Carols at our 10:30    service. Lessons and Carols remind us that the birth-event we celebrate is pieced together from several sources: 

             The words of prophets foretell Jesus’ birth

             Matthew tells us of Joseph and the wise men

             John describes the light shining in darkness

But it is Luke’s gospel that gives us most of our treasured memories of Jesus’ birth. He alone walks with Mary and Elizabeth through their pregnancies. He alone gives detail about that night of Jesus’ birth. He alone finds the shepherds in the fields keeping watch over their flocks by night when the angels appeared to them and the glory of God shined around them. Our nativities conflate all these sources into one holy, silent night, but perhaps it is important for us to remember that no one person has the whole story. We need a variety of perspectives, a chorus of voices, to give us a broader understanding of God’s presence in our midst.

What was true then may be true for us now, as well. We should hesitate to think that any one of us has all the answers. God is in our midst, and we are wise to listen to one another, to glean the varied ways in which God speaks to us and works through us. That is not to say that all perspectives are equally valid or true. In establishing the canon of Scripture, many sources were rejected as uninspired and untrue. But it is to say, that we should listen with discerning ears and hearts to one another, seeking to discern God’s good news for us this day. For, we believe that God is still present in our midst, still inspiring our reading of God’s Word and our understanding of God’s purposes, still guiding our lives day to day. This Advent season, listen for God’s voice, for God’s Word to you, however, wherever, it may be spoken.


~ John C. Peterson, December 8, 2009

 

‘Tis the season for giving and forgiving. While our national and local economic woes have raised significant questions about how much giving will happen this Christmas, forgiving should abound! In preparation for the coming of Christ, this should be a season for us to forgive as we have been forgiven by Christ. In anticipation of a new year and a fresh start, this should be a season to forgive and start anew. In celebration of the love incarnate in the Christ-child, this should be a season for love to triumph in our lives, leading us to forgive one another out of love for the God who asks us to do just that. Advent is a season to forgive! 

As we all know and are constantly reminded by Walmart, Toys-R-Us and jewelers galore, it is also a season to give. Too often the giving has gotten so out of control that it has superseded the Gift who is the baby Jesus lying in the manger. Wise men brought gifts to Jesus in homage to him, but our gifts have less royal roots. Gifts serve as expressions of our love and joy. Perhaps the important question is not what to give, but: what kind of giving honors the meaning of Christmas? 

Giving that is done without obligation but with love, without pretense but with humility, without expectation but with joy honors this season. Gifts might reflect what is important to the giver or to the recipient. Two of the greatest gifts I ever received were from my kids: a gift of cookies of my choosing to be baked by Emily and the gift of a round of golf with my son from my son who doesn’t really like to golf. The love with which their gifts were given were the most important part of the gifts! Our Glorious Gifts program offers opportunities to make such gifts – gifts that have meaning, gifts that make a difference in the world, gifts that offer much more than just more stuff. Advent is for giving – not out of necessity, not out of obligation, but out of love! Celebrate this season and prepare for Christ’s coming by giving – and forgiving – in love!

~ John C. Peterson, December 1, 2008

= 


As I’m typing these words I am profoundly aware that when you read these words something big will have happened in our world: the next president of this nation will have been elected. After months and months (and months) of ads, hype, polls, debates, rallies, signs, and more, all the pre-election events and talk will be over and we’ll be on our way to a new era for our nation. What will that look like? I don’t think anyone really knows but I’m sure we’ll be hearing a lot about the inauguration, the first 100 days, and then mid-term elections... and then reelection. While I know many of us are looking forward to Nov 4th and the end of this long election season it represents, I’m also reminded that all the news and hype are never really over.
Along with an election, this week is bringing another big event: Youth Sunday. This Sunday at both services, our Senior High Youth will lead us in worship. The scripture they have been working with is one many of us are familiar with – Amos 5:18-24. They have spent the last two months talking about this passage, about how we often live in worldly ways instead of Godly ones, and what we can do to live more as God would have us live.

~ Amy Summers-Minette, November 3, 2008
From the Pastor's Desk . . .
As we were preparing for Dedication Sunday last week yet another opportunity presented itself. A member of the congregation has graciously offered to match all un-pledged gifts to the Building Fund received prior to December 21 up to the amount necessary to pay off the debt on the building. Based upon our current numbers, this means that with total un-pledged gifts of $45,000 to the Building Fund between now and December 21 

In the November issue of Presbyterians Today the minister of a church in Russia which is partnered with a Presbyterian Church in Georgia is quoted as saying: “The reason I love Presbyterians is they don’t promise much, but they do a lot. Other churches promise a lot, but don’t do much.” Here at Covenant we have been blessed with Presbyterians who promise a lot and do a lot. Whether it is serving meals in the community or supporting the work of SACRA or fulfilling pledges to the church, folks here make bold promises and back them up. Such promises are easy to make and easy to fulfill when times are good, but they become more challenging when times are tough or uncertain. 

Several years ago when the Session decided to add the interest on the building loan to the General Fund budget so that all gifts to the Building Fund could reduce principal, the congregation stepped up and met the challenge enabling us to carry on the work of the church and speed reduction of the debt. When we began the second phase of the Building Campaign, many financial experts suggested that we would get a weak response as economic times were uncertain; the response far exceeded anyone’s expectations! When we decided to sponsor a refugee family from Bosnia with only two weeks’ notice, the task seemed daunting, but the  response was overwhelming and the Ljubovic family has been a blessing to our church many times over. God does amazing things in our midst! 

Worldly ways verses Godly ways seems to be an appropriate theme right now. No matter who has won the election there will be those who are ecstatic and those who are crushed. It would be very easy to find yourself gloating or griping, continuing the “us versus them” mentality of an election season. But that would be the worldly way.  Instead of continuing to focus on division, we—Democrats, Republicans, Independents—should join together for the good of our community and country. We can continue to serve those in need, offer compassion to those who suffer, and listen for where and how God is calling us to help and heal our world. What’s more, and perhaps for some of us what may be harder, we can pray for our next president. No matter our politics, we can all ask God’s guidance, wisdom, courage, and strength for the person we have elected as president.
            

This Sunday we make our commitments to God for 2009. We too face challenges and hardships that threaten the pattern of our lives and the shape of our faith. The hectic pace of our lives and the uncertainty of financial markets challenge our priorities. Our response to those challenges will be reflected in part in our commitments this week. Do we trust God to continue to guide and bless our lives? Do we value the legacy we have inherited and pledge to pass it on to yet another generation? As we order the priorities in our lives, does God find a prominent place, a preeminent place, or do our commitments reflect what is left over after all our other wants and desires have been satisfied? No one will know your answer to those questions except you and God. So, talk with God about it. Give prayerful consideration to your pledge, for it is God to whom you are accountable, God to whom you answer for all the blessings you have received. 

 

Those blessings abound. May our responses reflect our gratitude for what God has done for us and our commitment to carry on the legacy of those who dug the wells from which we drink and built the fires by which we are warmed. 

 

~ John C. Peterson, October 27, 2008

 

This Sunday is a day to remember and to give thanks. In some sense every Sunday is such a day; at the Lord’s Table we take and eat in remembrance of Christ and give thanks for his life, death, and resurrection. But this Sunday we remember and give thanks in another way as well. It is Reformation Sunday – a day we remember and give thanks for our ancestors in faith; and it is All Saints Sunday, a day in which we remember and give thanks for those near and dear to our hearts who have entered the Church Triumphant in the past year.     
                                                                     
While Presbyterian is our name, Reformed is the tradition of our faith. Martin Luther and John Calvin, among others, boldly challenged the theology of the established church at risk to their own lives and helped to shape the faith we hold five centuries later. Especially significant was the recognition of our salvation by grace through faith. The Bible was placed in the hands of ordinary Christians reading in their own language; men and women were freed to interpret Scripture under the guidance of the Spirit, being informed but not bound by the tradition of the Church. Our beliefs and practices as Presbyterians trace their roots to the insights of these 16th century Reformers. This Sunday we remember them and give thanks for their inspiration for our faith as Christians reformed and always being  reformed.

Our faith and lives have also been inspired by men and women with whom we live and serve. This All Saints Sunday we recall those who have died in the past year who have shaped our lives in ways big and small – some for the better, but not always so. Through the saints among whom we live God continues to shape our lives in ways we know and in subtle ways we may never know. This Sunday we remember them, give thanks for their lives, and pledge to strive to be saints – literally “holy ones” – as well. Come this Sunday prepared to remember and give thanks for saints from the 16th to the 21st century, saints who have shaped your life and mine. 

 

~ John C. Peterson, October 20, 2008 
 

Last week on Mike and Mike in the Morning the hosts were discussing culinary delights at the upcoming Arkansas State Fair. The common theme was frying; apparently in Arkansas they fry about anything, put it on a stick, and eat it at the fair – fried Twinkies, fried pickles, fried snowballs, and Rocky Mountain Oysters (you really don’t want to know) were mentioned.

 

This Sunday at Covenant a Fair of a different sort will be held in the Great Hall during the Sunday School hour (9:30-10:15). While there will be no fried delicacies available, there will be cookies, cakes, and other edible treats as enticements to stop by and explore the wide array of opportunities that are available here at Covenant. Many of them are opportunities to serve – whether through an Outreach program in the community or by singing in the choir or by helping with Vacation Bible School. There will be information about programs we offer for nurturing faith and serving our neighbors. Each Session team will have a display and list of possibilities for your involvement. It is a wonderful time to find out what all goes on here and how you might become involved in areas that are of interest to you. 

 

In this stewardship season many times we think only of our financial commitments. In the midst of the economic turmoil that is garnering international attention, the Opportunities Fair reminds us that we are stewards of our time and talents as well as our financial resources. So, we take time to step back from all the economic analysis to do some soul-searching about what God might do with our hands and voices. There are opportunities for folks of all ages and skills. What might God do with you? Or to put another way: What talents and time might you offer to the glory of God?

 

~ John C. Peterson, October 13, 2008
 

In the July/August edition of Weavings Elaine Prevallet raises some thoughtful questions:
            What if the cry of that poor person is the cry of God?...What if Earth’s cry is the cry of God through the creation? What if the Melting icebergs, the deformed frogs, the disappearing bees are the cues our incarnate God sends us in order to open us in a new way to the presence of Holy Mystery? What if God, in and through the creation, is trying to spur us humans to widen the frame of our understanding and broaden the scope of our love to encompass “all our relations,” as some native American people say, in the whole community of life on the planet? What is Love calling us to do?
Shortly after reading those words I came across the words of the prophet Hosea:
            Hear the word of the Lord, O people of Israel; for the Lord has an indictment against the inhabitants of the land. There is no faithfulness or loyalty, and no knowledge of God in the land. Swearing, lying, and murder, and stealing and adultery break out; bloodshed follows bloodshed. Therefore the land mourns, and all who live in it languish; together with the wild animals and the birds of the air, even the fish of the sea are perishing. (Hosea 4:1-3)
There is an integral relationship among all things: between humankind (adam) and the ground (adamah) from which humankind was created, between us and all animals who share this earth with us. We pollute at our peril. We greedily consume – food, oil, fresh water, land – at our peril. We ignore God’s warnings at our peril. There is a great circle of life of which we are a part, a world and all that dwells therein for which we have been named stewards by the Creator of all things. We would do well 
            to hear in the cries of the poor, God’s cry for economic justice and righteousness, 
            to hear in melting icebergs, deformed frogs and disappearing bees God’s warnings about the consequences of the rapid pace of technological development,
            to hear in the devastation of hurricanes, floods, and fires God’s caution about unrestrained real estate development,
            to hear in the current cries from Wall Street, the consequence of the violation of God’s commandment: You shall not covet… and Jesus’ teaching: You cannot serve God and wealth, to hear in all things, God’s voice reminding us that we are not the owners, but the stewards – always – of God’s good gifts.
What is love calling us – as stewards – to do?
 

~ John C. Peterson, October 6, 2008
There are certain seasons of our lives when it seems that the landscape is changing and tumult is the order of the day. With the financial crises of last week on Wall Street the sources of our financial security are being questioned by commentators and individuals alike. The diagnosis of Jeff Ryman’s cancer has reminded many of us that we dare not take good health for granted. Hurricane Ike shook much of the nation with a ripple effect that affirmed our interdependence and confirmed the fragile nature of our lives on this planet. The terrorist attack in Yemen and the increasing conflict in Afghanistan, Russian saber-rattling over Georgia, ongoing violence in Iraq, and a deadly train wreck in California raise questions about how safe our world really is. Where then is our security? 

Our ancestors in faith were no strangers to such times; their words give us guidance for living in these days and strength to face the challenges of tomorrow. What do they say?
 
God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change…(Psalm 46)

 

Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. … Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid.(John 14)

 

I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.(Romans 8)

 

With an urgency born of this hope (in the redeeming work of Jesus Christ), the church applies itself to present tasks and strives for a better world. It does not…despair in the face of disappointment and defeat. In steadfast hope, the church looks beyond all partial achievement to the final triumph of God.(The Confession of 1967)

 

On Christ the solid Rock, I stand; All other ground is sinking sand, All other ground is sinking sand.(“My Hope Is Built on Nothing Less” by Edward Mote)

 

Our security for today and our hope for tomorrow lie in the Lord our God. We need not fear nor fret, for God is with us. And that is all we really need. So we can confidently pray the words of the refrain to a hymn frequently sung at our Service of Prayer for Healing and Wholeness: 

                Healer of our every ill, light of each tomorrow,
               Give us peace beyond our fear, and hope beyond our sorrow.
                      (“Healer of Our Every Ill” by Marty Haugen)

~ John C. Peterson,  September 22, 2008

 

From the Associate Pastor's Blog ~  
 

This past week I had a chance to catch Quilters at Stage 4, produced by our very own Susan Polly. I enjoyed the show’s music and drama, but I particularly enjoyed the message I took away. The play highlighted bits and pieces of a family’s life, just like a quilt takes bits and pieces of fabric to create something beautiful. Watching the hardships and the joys, it reinforced to me just how special family can be, how much we rely on one another, and how wonderful it is to pass down the stories and traditions to the next generations.

I’m thinking about the importance of family as we continue our month celebrating Christian Education. When I was growing up, my family sure made it clear that going to church and participating in activities and events like Sunday School or Youth Group was something we as a family did. Oh, you better believe as a kid and definitely as a teenager I groaned each Sunday morning, but how thankful am I now that my family made sure I knew how important learning about God was and how important the family of God would be all of my life.

Participating in church, in the educational opportunities, in the fellowship events isn’t just about learning about the Beatitudes or playing games or singing hymns - it’s about creating family that will be there when times are hard and when times are good. It’s about taking pieces of all of our own lives to create this beautiful thing called church.   Sunday School, Youth Group, Monday Morning Bible Study, Together on Wednesdays, Presbyterian Women Circles, Small Groups - how blessed are we all to have such opportunities to be a family. 

· Amy Summers-Minette, July 14, 2008  www.revamy.blogspot.
 

From the Pastor's Desk ~  

In the coming weeks there are a host of weddings and wedding anniversaries to be celebrated within our Covenant family. We will celebrate couples taking their first steps together as husband and wife, and we will celebrate journeys of sixty years and more hand in hand for better and worse, richer and poorer, in sickness and in health. Those anniversary couples offer faithful examples for newlyweds of the commitment, faith, and love that sustain good marriages across the years. So too, does the tender care of one spouse for another at the end of life when life together is not necessarily easy, but perhaps most precious. Good marriages past and present are something to be celebrated! That said, most ministers will tell you honestly that weddings are not at the top of the list of favorite things they do, for unlike funerals when people are anxious to hear the good news of the Gospel, at weddings folks are more anxious to hear the “I do’s, see “the kiss”, and get to the reception than they are to hear a Word from the Lord. Too often the trappings of the wedding and reception get more attention than do the religious elements. A question I ask of all couples in premarital counseling is: why do you want to get married in a church (or by a minister if the wedding is in another venue)? Hopefully the answer is not just the beautiful setting or the fact that my robe blends well with the formal attire of the day. A wedding is a sacred event because in it a couple makes a commitment to one another with God as a witness and asks God’s blessing upon them as husband and wife. Like all our blessings, marriage is a gift from God. Jesus reminds us that all commandments flow from the commandment to love God and love our neighbor; the same might be said of marriage. Love of God and love for one another is at the heart of every good marriage. That is not to say that every marriage is good. Many aren’t. But good marriages embrace God as well as one another. As you celebrate God’s gift of marriage with friends, a spouse, children, or parents in these coming weeks, months and years, keep in mind this sacred perspective on marriage: it is a gift from God grounded in love!

~ John C. Peterson, September 8, 2008
 

Throughout this year we have been exploring the E-word: EVANGELISM. How do we share the Gospel with our neighbors near and far? The recently completed Evangelism Survey provided some interesting answers. While there will be more information coming to you in future weeks, a couple of items are worthy of initial comment.

Like the nation as a whole, we are well enmeshed in the internet age. Of the 54 surveys that were returned, all but eight were completed electronically. Our website is increasingly a source for information, resources, and inspiration for our members young, less young, and not-so-young-at-all. Take a look at www.covenantpresstaunton.org. It has a lot to offer! New to the site is a questionnaire about Small Group ministries. One of the Session priorities for this year is to evaluate and renew our small group opportunities. Your responses to the questionnaire will help us organize and initiate some new small groups. Please take the time to give us this helpful input and consider what kind of groups would be helpful and of interest to you.

Encouragingly, 51 of the 54 respondents to the Evangelism Survey indicated that they have invited someone to a Covenant activity. Whether it was worship, a fellowship activity, or an Outreach project Covenant members are inviting neighbors to participate. As we begin a new program year this week with Rally Sunday, we hope that you will invite a neighbor - be it friend, family, or stranger - to come and share in the opportunities for worship, study, and service here. In so doing, we live out Christ’s Great Commission to go and make disciples of all nations. That good work begins with your own involvement in the life of the church - praising God, nurturing faith, and serving those in need - but it continues by reaching out beyond these walls with invitations to share in the Good News we hear and proclaim. Who might you invite to come and share in that experience here this week?

~ John C. Peterson,  September 1, 2008


The cartoon depicts a minister seated with four children gathered at his feet, a rather flustered expression on his face, as he says, “No, Francine. Solomon did not have three hundred porcupines.” The purpose of our Christian Education (CE) program is not primarily to help kids distinguish porcupines from concubines (if you are not sure of the difference speak with our resident naturalist Charlie Huppuch). The purpose of Christian Education is nurturing faith. It is a purpose that is as relevant to eighty-year-old kids as it is to eight-year olds, for faith is always growing and being challenged by new circumstances in life. Sunday School Classes and Bible studies give us opportunities to join friends in wrestling with questions of faith and exploring the meaning of sacred texts, not in order to become academic scholars, but in order to become more faithful Christians.

Within the pages of this newsletter you will find a blue page that lists CE opportunities for all ages for this fall. Some assembly is required for this brochure – you will have to take out the blue page and tri-fold it into its finished form (no experience with origami is necessary). There is something for everyone here – for young and old, for those who want to study and those who want to discuss, for those who are new to the faith and those who have never lived apart from it. Theologian Karl Barth advised his students to prepare sermons with the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other. The same could be said for our CE opportunities – we attempt to hold together the words of Scripture and the world of today, believing that the Holy Spirit is at work in both. In both Word and world we encounter the God who loves us yesterday, today, and tomorrow; the Christ who calls us brothers, sisters and disciples; the Spirit who inspired the biblical writers and inspires our biblical reading. Take a few moments to look through these opportunities. What might best pique your interest and nurture your faith?

~ John C. Peterson,  August 25, 2008


In Greek there are several words for love that distinguish one kind of love from another. The philos of Philadelphia is brotherly love; eros is the root in erotic love. Agape (pronounced A-ga-pe) is by far the most frequent New Testament word for love; it is the love we are commanded to show toward one another and toward God, the love which is the focus of the great hymn in I Corinthians 13.

Two years ago here at Covenant we began an Agape Ministry that sought to make that love tangible in care and support for one another. Twenty-eight groups were formed (roughly geographically) with Agape leaders who committed to pray and care for the individuals and families in their groups. Some of the groups have extended their participation beyond prayer and care to fellowship with one another as well. On the whole, the consensus of those who have been involved is that it has been a great success. 

At the time we began the program we promised leaders that they would not be asked to serve for the rest of their natural lives (or perhaps longer), but only for two years at which time those who wanted to continue for another two years could do so. This also provided an opportunity for new folks to get involved. Many of the Agape leaders have indicated their desire to continue with their groups, but there are a few opportunities for other folks to get involved in leadership as well. I invite you to prayerfully consider whether this is a ministry to which God is calling you. It is a ministry of compassion and caring, a ministry of making love tangible with a small group of fellow members. It is not time-consuming; you don’t have to get up in front of the congregation and speak or sing, but you do have to be willing to share God’s love in an intentional way which you have the opportunity to shape with a group of eight to ten individuals and families. If you are interested, please contact me or Anne Avery (337-6329) for more details. 

God has blessed each of us with particular gifts with which to serve. Perhaps the Agape Ministry is where God most needs your gifts in these next two years!

~ John C. Peterson,  August 11, 2008


This summer I have the privilege of moderating the Session of the Union Presbyterian Church outside Churchville. It is one of the smallest churches in our presbytery – less than fifty members, many of whom are related – but it has a long history of worship and service in the Valley. In many ways the Union Church is more typical of Presbyterian Churches across the country than are we. There are many more small churches of under a hundred members in towns, crossroads, and rural settings than there are large churches with hundreds of members. At the other end of the spectrum, there are several Presbyterian Churches with thousands of members!

I am a firm believer that each church is called to a particular ministry in a particular place at a particular point in time. The ministry of the mega-church in Atlanta meets different needs and serves in a different way than the family church in rural Wyoming. Our faith in Christ, our shared tradition, and our Presbyterian connectionalism is what binds us together. Our task is to discern what God is calling us to do and be in this place and time with the unique gifts with which we have been blessed to serve. The Evangelism survey available on the church website at www.covenantpresstaunton.org through August 1st is one way in which we gather information to help guide us in that work. So too is the Long Range Planning process which we will be setting in motion once again this fall as we prepare for another five-year plan. What is God calling us to do and be? is an important question for us as a church – and for each of us as individuals. It is a question worthy of reflection in a quiet moment at the dawn of the day or on a beach or on a drive to some vacation spot.

What is God calling you – and us – to do and be?

 ~ John C. Peterson, July 28, 2008   


From the Associate Pastor’s Blog . . .  
This Friday will see me leaving on a jet plane for the homeland.  For two weeks I will be traveling, studying, and playing (yes, maybe some golf) across Scotland with two good friends (who also happen to be Associate Pastors!). The first week of my trip is the one I am perhaps the most excited about.  I will be staying at the Iona Abbey – a place George MacLeod (the founder of the Iona Community) described as “thin" – where only a tissue paper separates the material from the spiritual.  

As I prepare to head off to this exciting place and experience, I want to share some of what I know about this place and this pilgrimage. Iona is a tiny island off the west coast of Scotland and is considered the cradle of Christianity in Scotland.  In 563 AD the Irish monk Columba established a monastic settlement that evangelized large parts of Scotland and the north of England.  Over the centuries, this “thin place” has attracted many spiritual pilgrims. 

The Abbey is now under the care of Historic Scotland and the Iona Community – an international network who live by common Rule and share common interests – is the worshipful presence there. Year-round workshops, pilgrimages, and retreats are offered. 

Some of you may be familiar with the Iona Abbey and Community because of the worship materials that come from there. We have sung songs and prayed prayers published by Wild Goose Publications, the Community’s publishing company. Part of why I am so excited about this experience is due to the opportunity to be where such beautiful worship materials have been inspired.

As I travel to this beautiful place, our church family will be much on my mind and I hope I will be on yours.  I do not know what this week at the Abbey will hold for me, but I do know whatever I glean from this “thin place,” I will look forward greatly to sharing with my family in Christ.

 - Amy Summers-Minette, July 14, 2008  www.revamy.blogspot.

From the Pastor’s Daughter's Desk . . . 
Anyone who spoke to me about General Assembly before I left could easily tell you that I was a bit—or a lot—nervous.

For one thing, I was flying all the way across the country by myself. This turned out to be no issue. Secondly, I was helping the church make big decisions as a Youth Advisory Delegate, which is quite a daunting task. However, as overwhelming as this job was, it was more of a challenge to pray, think, discuss, and participate than it was a reason to cower in a corner. 

The third reason for my apprehension was that my perception of General Assembly debate was of vicious, heated, and hateful arguments hurled across committee and plenary floors. While reading up on The Presbyterian Outlook before heading to San Jose, I had been disturbed to find so many Readers’ Outlooks casting a glaring spotlight on the church’s divisions. Some letters were written by people who were threatening to leave. Some were by those who had already left and were taking the opportunity to voice their unhappy opinions. Many simply dealt with the fact that, as a denomination, we are divided. I had never known that our divisions ran so deep. With all this in mind, I prepared for bitter perpetual stalemates, where neither side would listen or relent. 

My experience was quite the opposite.

Yes, there was a lot of disagreement. Sometimes debates lasted hours with an endless series of amendments and motions (many of us left feeling that we would be speaking in Robert’s Rules of Order for the next month). Yet in the midst of this difference of opinion, our moderator voiced what we all came to know: to be Presbyterian is to disagree. The PC(USA), I have discovered, encompasses a huge spectrum of theological interpretations. We range from the very conservative to the very liberal. Some may laugh and say that this means we can never get anywhere, but difference in opinion has incredible value. When we are able to listen to all sides of an issue, we are better able to recognize God’s will. If we all agreed, we could very well be wrong and never be challenged to see it. That is why it is important for people who do not like parts of polity or where they think the church is headed to remain a part of our church; without their voices, we will not be able to know their side of the issue, and without that, we lose input that helps us to discern. It is also why we must listen respectfully to each other

Yes, we can disagree and still be united! I have seen it in our own church, which has a startlingly wide array of opinions and still overflows with shared faith and love. I experienced it in my committee, sitting at a table where a great friendship and respect was retained among us even though the votes were literally split down the middle. I saw it in the interaction of the commissioners throughout General Assembly in worship, fellowship, and decision-making. Such unity in diversity gives us strength, keeps us honest and active in our faith, and gives me great hope for the future of the church.

~ Emily Peterson, July 14, 2008


From the Associate Pastor’s Blog . . . 
This past week was quite an eventful one in the life of the church. Here at Covenant we had a successful VBS program with over 60 kids and tons of adult and teenaged volunteers.  In San Jose, California, the 218th General Assembly met to discern God’s will for the church.  The secular press has picked up on one of the issues discussed – the proposed removal of G-6.0106b (the “fidelity and chastity” amendment) to replace it with a new paragraph, which ties ordination decisions more closely to assent to the ordination vows currently in the church’s Book of Order without singling out a sexual conduct standard. 

While that proposal will certainly be discussed, debated, and hopefully God’s will discerned in the coming weeks and months, the one hot topic issue the press picked up is certainly not the only thing that happened at G.A. Here are a few highlights.  The Assembly:

· Along with the new moderator, Bruce Reyes-Chow, elected a new Stated Clerk, Gradye Parsons (the previous associate stated clerk) 

· Initiated a process to revise the Heidelberg Catechism (one of the confessions which is a part of our constitution) based on concerns about translation mistakes 

· Received a report that the ‘Mission Initiative: Joining Hearts and Hands’ (an initiative to renew the church for mission) had raised over $33 million of the $40 million goal

· Rejected an overture (which originated from Shenandoah Presbytery) to create a fifth special offering to fund mission personnel

If you’re interested in learning more, check out the denomination’s website, www.pcusa.org/ga218.

Just as we have been grateful for the hard work of those who made our own week at church a success, let us be thankful for the efforts, time, and faith offered by the commissioners and   advisory delegates. 

 - Amy Summers-Minette, June 30, 2008  www.revamy.blogspot.com

From the Pastor's Desk ~ 
    This Saturday the General Assembly (GA) of the Presbyterian Church (USA) will convene in San Jose, CA. Our GA meets every other year, so this week (June 21-28) is a significant time in our life together as Presbyterians. My daughter Emily will be there as a Youth Advisory Delegate elected by Shenandoah Presbytery and she welcomes your prayers for her and her   fellow commissioners as they seek to be faithful in doing the work of the Church. Among the issues they will address are: 

· Election of a moderator to succeed Joan Gray who is completing her two-year term 

· Election of a stated clerk to succeed Cliff Kirkpatrick who is retiring after 12 years (3 terms) 

· Action on proposed changes to the Form of Government of our Book of Order 

· Consideration of various overtures in response to the adoption of the recommendations  of the Task Force for the Peace, Unity, and Purity of the Church by the GA in 2006 

·  Consideration of a covenant to expand global mission partnerships 

· Consideration of a proposal to make church growth an emphasis in 2009-2010 

· Consideration of various overtures addressing social justice concerns 

Not all of the commissioners’ time is spent in the work of the Church. There is also opportunity for wonderful worship, stimulating study, and fellowship with friends new and old. The Presbyterian Church is much more diverse than we experience here in the Shenandoah Valley, and that diversity which is united in Christ is a joy to share! You can follow the actions of the GA through articles and online streaming video on the PCUSA website, www.pcusa.org. You can contact our presbytery commissioners through the presbytery website, www.shenpres.org. But most importantly, you can pray for our commissioners and our Presbyterian Church, that their work may reflect God’s will for our life together as servants of the risen Christ. 

~ John C. Peterson, June 16, 2008   

This summer Amy and I will be preaching through a sermon series entitled Kings and Queens: the Good, the Bad, and the Ugly. We’ll be looking at some well-known figures like David and Solomon, and some lesser known figures like Cyrus and Jehoshaphat. The cast will include some who are very good, some who are very bad, and some whose  actions can best be described as ugly. Each has a particular story to tell or to be told, a story of God’s hand at work in, through or despite their royal efforts. Most of these rulers are not one-dimensional; they are a mixture of the good, the bad, and the ugly – like us. We have our shining moments and our shadow sides, times of great faithfulness and times of great sinfulness. Such is the state of humankind across the ages. In thestories of these kings and queens you may find yourself in some humbling respects. The persistent message of the Scriptures is that God is faithful to us all in all times, steadfast in love, bountiful in mercy to princes and paupers alike. As we meet these royal figures this summer, I encourage you to learn from their experience – to repeat the good, to avoid the bad, and to transform the ugly – so that we may be more faithful people, serving the God who alone is ruler of all, who alone is deserving of our adoration and praise.

JUNE KINGS & QUEENS
June 8 ~ Solomon 
June 15 ~ Queen of Sheba 
June 22 ~ Ahab & Jezebel 
June 29 ~ Ahab & Jehoshaphat
~ John C. Peterson, June 2, 2008 

 

Myanmar, China, Stafford County – within the past weeks these distant points on the globe have shared a common experience: the wrath of Mother Nature. The scope of suffering in is almost beyond imagination, and the government’s paranoia and continuing difficulties in coping with the aftermath of the storm suggest that many more will suffer and die in the weeks to come. In additional bodies are recovered from the rubble of buildings on a daily basis, while aftershocks continue to cause fear and trembling among the survivors and those trying to help them. In Stafford County the damage pales in comparison with these international tragedies, but the storm there has still left many lives and homes shaken by its funnel clouds. How are we to make sense of these senseless events?

 

Be assured that a theology that contends that these tragedies are simply “the will of God” has no firm foundation. God does not “will” the capricious suffering of innocent men, women and children, many of them the poorest of the poor. Neither is the suffering punishment upon these people for unnamed sins; the Book of Job dispatches that argument. Rather, we live in a world that God has created in which natural disasters do happen, and innocent people do suffer. God does not explain why that happens. God simply promises that in the midst of the suffering God too suffers and will be present to offer strength for today and hope for tomorrow, for in all things – even in natural disasters – God can bring some good. It is not that anyone will say, “Gee, that cyclone was a good thing!” But rather we affirm that even out of a cyclone, God can work for good in the world and in the lives of individuals. That can seem like a pretty unsatisfying answer at times; we want to know why things are the way they are instead of the way they should be. In God’s wisdom we just don’t know the answer! Instead we rely upon God’s gracious promises and offer ourselves as the instruments of God’s healing work. These days there are many such opportunities for us to be God’s hands and heart at work in the world. The important question at this point is: How might you help? 

 

~ John C. Peterson, May 19, 2008

 

This Sunday is the last week of Sunday School for most of us until after the summer. From Memorial Day weekend through Labor Day weekend we take a break from the formal    Sunday routine to allow teachers and students alike to rest and recharge. That is not to say, however, that there is no place for Christian Education in the rhythms of the summer months. Christian Education is not a nine-month venture. It is year-round and lifelong. How then might you nurture your faith in the summer?  

There is of course worship on Sunday mornings! Our services continue at 8:30 and 10:30. If you always attend one of these services, perhaps summer offers an opportunity to attend the other and experience worship in a slightly different format. Children stay in worship with us in the summer, so parents and pew mates can help children participate by sharing hymnals and guiding them through the words, holding hands during prayers, and preparing them for what comes next in worship. Worship notebooks are available each week as an additional resource to aid in the kids’ understanding and participation. Kids will be kids, and so the pews will be a little noisier than usual, but we rejoice in that since we are blessed with so many children with whom to share our worship.  

Vacation Bible School offers an opportunity for children to learn and adults to teach or   corral the kids along the way. Monday morning Bible Study continues through mid-June as Amy or I look at the texts from which we will preach the following Sunday. Fellowship and Outreach opportunities abound for sharing in community and service together.  

Summer also offers opportunities for personal study, prayer, and reading. Taking time to read the Bible each day, to lift to God your prayers, and to read books rich in spiritual insight or theological themes can nurture faith in the heat of the day or the cool of the evening away from the typical hectic pace of life. Need some suggestions for resources? Speak with Amy or me, or ask Lisa Hedrick what the Presbytery’s Resource Center has to offer. There is something for everyone this summer! 

~ John C. Peterson, May 12, 2008
  

Were you to ask ten people on the street what this Sunday is, eight of them would tell you, “Mother’s Day”. One might tell you, “May 11.” And some smart aleck would say, “The day after Saturday.” I wonder if any would know that this Sunday is Pentecost. I am not sure the answers would be so different were the question posed in our church, except that we might have a few more smart aleck replies in our midst. Our internal calendars are more attuned to the holiday rhythms of the nation – Mother’s Day, Memorial Day, Father’s Day, July 4, etc. – than they are to the holy day rhythms of the church – Lent, Easter, Pentecost. Mother’s Day dominates the day, and an abundance of cheesy church products are available to celebrate it. We bought none of them, not because we don’t love or appreciate mothers or because we’re cheap (we are), but because this Sunday is Pentecost, and within the Church it is a great day to celebrate the Spirit. Without Pentecost the Good News might have stayed among those twelve disciples behind closed doors. Without the mighty rush of the Spirit that pushed the disciples out into the street, the Jesus movement might have stalled before it started. Without Pentecost Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection might have been little more than a footnote in history. Without Pentecost we would not be a Covenant community of Christ. So, come this Sunday prepared to celebrate. Wear red as a reminder of the tongues of fire that appeared on each disciple. Bring your mom or remember her in your prayers if you can’t bring her with you, for the Good News is for her too. Celebrate Pentecost on May 11, 2008 for it is a holy day for mothers, fathers, and all God’s children alike! 

~ John C. Peterson, May 4, 2008 
     
On Friday morning I found on the front page of The News Leader a picture of Charlie Huppuch testing stream waters and an article about Victor Ludwig’s appointment as circuit court judge. Last Sunday a front page article honored John Zinn for his work with Valley Mission . It’s nice to see Covenant  members recognized for the good work they do! Those articles were also a reminder to me that we live out our faith beyond the walls of home and church. Whether it is testing stream waters or judging cases or volunteering to help those in need, we use whatever gifts God has given us, not to receive  recognition, but to faithfully serve God by serving others and striving to bring the world a little closer to the world God would have it be. 
A couple of weeks ago in Faith in Public Life’s Compassion Forum held at Messiah   College, Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton answered questions about their faith. It was encouraging to hear both candidates discuss openly and in some depth their Christian faith and its impact upon their lives and decisions to run for the presidency. While John McCain declined to participate, I have no doubt that he shares similar sentiments; he has spoken of the importance of his faith sustaining him through his experience as a POW. The challenge for such high profile Christians is to live that faith day to day–in what they say and do and in the policies they promote. It is one thing to speak of faith–it is another to live it! Our Constitution prohibits the establishment of any religion, but it does not bar those in decision-making positions from being guided by principles of faith. For instance, the words of the prophet Micah would make a pretty good charge to any President–Do justice.Love kindness.Walk humbly with your God.
The same is true for each of us. It is one thing to come to worship on Sunday morning and repeat the Apostles’ Creed; it is another to live out faith in what you do the rest of the week. God asks us to do both. In our SWIM program we affirm: Discipleship is a way of life! Whether you are accustomed to finding yourself on the front page, in the Sports section, or at the center of the Comics, God’s charge to you is the same: live the faith!! 

 - John C. Peterson, April 28, 2008 
 

From the Associate Pastor’s Blog . . .  
One of my earliest memories of church is watching my father process down the aisle of our church, the Bible held over his head.  He would walk up to the chancel and place the Bible in its place. Later he would read in a big, serious voice the scripture for that Sunday. During Mass (I grew up half-Catholic, remember!) he would assist the priest with serving.  The memory of my father participating in worship carries with it feelings of pride in my father and also yearning to be like him.  As a child I watched him participate in worship and wanted to do the same. 

Now it’s true, I was a special child (one telling her parents she wanted to be a priest at the age of six – I didn’t quite get the rules of Catholicism yet) but it is not only children who will one day grow up to be ministers who long to participate in worship.  I have had requests from those as young as seven to help lead worship on Sunday mornings.  What joy this yearning brings to my heart!  And what joy does this upcoming Sunday bring to so many! 

This Sunday is our second Children’s Sunday where our kids as young as pre-K lead us in worship.  With the Middle Schoolers assisting in reading scripture and some of the prayers, there will be quite an age range represented.  I love that this congregation is such a welcoming place that we not only encourage children to be in worship, we encourage and rejoice with them as they lead worship. 
 

Participating in the life of the church is essential for all Christians and worship is a huge part of our life together. Our children do not have to look at their parents or adult friends leading worship and yearn for the day they can too. Here and now we welcome them as full brothers and sisters in Christ.  
 

Amy ~ http://revamy.blogspot.com 

  
From the Pastor’s Desk . . . 
 

I just finished reading an interesting book about strengthening the ministries of local congregations. Places of Promise looks at statistical data from a comprehensive survey of American churches and asks what impact location has on the strength of the ministry of local churches. The authors’ conclusion affirms my belief that there is no single answer for each and every congregation. Each church is called to a particular form of ministry at a particular place at a particular point in time. Our charge is to discern God’s call to ministry in this place at this point in time. In the words of the book: 
Good ministry happens everywhere when congregations see their location as a gift, promise, and strength…The best investment for those seeking to strengthen a congregation is (a) identifying the congregation’s unique strengths, and (b) prayerfully discerning what God is calling the congregation to be and do in this place.
In the coming months that work will be led by a Long-Range Planning Team who will guide us in seeking to identify our unique strengths and to discern God’s call for us as a community of Christ. What might God be calling us to do and be in the future?
One aspect of the call we have discerned here over the years has been outreach to our neighbors near and far. Saturday a host of Covenant folks met at Applebee’s for breakfast to support the Baja mission group in a fundraiser for their trip this summer. Following worship this week there will be an opportunity to gather around tables in the Great Hall for food and fellowship while raising funds to support the work of the eight folks we have heading to Baja and the work of other mission ministries. Some of our work is hands on (like serving meals at Valley Mission or hammering nails for Habitat for Humanity) and some of it is digging down into our pockets to support others in ministry (like the $17,000 raised through Glorious Gifts last year) and some if it is kneeling down to pray for those who minister to others (as we do in worship each week for Crystal Gosnell). There are many ways in which to serve. Perhaps the question for us as a church is one for you individually as well: What is God calling you to do and be in this place at this time? Or put another way: In what way is God calling you to serve? 
 - John C. Peterson, April 14, 2008
This Sunday (April 13) the ministers at the Presbyterian churches in Staunton will be more mixed up than usual. In a revival of an old tradition the ministers of the Staunton Presbyterian churches will exchange pulpits for one Sunday. There are six Presbyterian churches within the Staunton city limits: First, Second, Third, Olivet, Bethany , and Covenant. Rick Dietrich from First Church will preach here at both services, and I will be heading over to Olivet to preach for their service. The purpose of this exchange is to give you an opportunity to hear a fresh voice, to meet neighbors in ministry, and to strengthen our Presbyterian bonds. We are a connectional church – linked with one another in theology, polity, prayer, and fellowship. Much of the year we do our own thing, except for coming together at meetings of the presbytery or inviting one another to special events. But this Sunday we join together in worship, remembering that Covenant is one expression of a much larger Presbyterian Church ( ), which is one expression of a much larger Church universal! 
Within this newsletter you will find yet another reminder of our connection with that larger Church. The Outreach brochure includes a listing of the variety of opportunities we have for participating in the work of Christ beyond our walls. We are involved locally, nationally, and internationally in seeking to live out Micah’s call to do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with our God. Take a few moments to check out the possibilities and to identify where your gifts might best be used – pounding a nail, serving a meal, planting a potato, etc. – there are opportunities for everyone of every age. What might God be calling you to do? 

~ John C. Peterson, April 7, 2008
  
In a thoughtful article in The News Leader on Easter Sunday Garrison Keillor suggested: 
  
HOLY WEEK is a good time to face up to the question: Do we really believe in that story or do we just like to hang out with nice people and listen to organ music?
It is a good question, not only for Holy Week, but for each week of the year. Do we really  believe the story around which our faith is centered? Do we really trust in this Jesus who is the Christ in Christian? Two thousand years’ worth of saints and sinners alike in the Church have answered those questions affirmatively and have passed their answers and their faith on to  succeeding generations. We are heirs to the good news they proclaimed. That is not to say that there are not variations in understanding the story or the person of Christ. The Gospels differ in some details and perspective, and the multitude of modern denominations reflects the diversity with which we understand Christ and Christ’s call to be the Church. But at the heart of the faith of all who call themselves Christian is this bold affirmation: Jesus Christ is Lord and Savior – Lord of our lives who guides our day-to-day living and Savior of our lives in whom we trust in life and in death. We may wrestle with doubts, with hard questions of faith and with uncertainties as to who Jesus would have us be and what Jesus would have us do, but we dare to believe that he is the one in whom our hopes and lives are held. As we move beyond the Easter alleluias and away from the empty tomb, do not leave behind the good news of the Resurrection, the good news of Jesus the Christ. For, as nice as the people in the pews are and as good as the organ music is, it is faith in Christ that brings us together as a Covenant community! 
  
 
- John C. Peterson, March 31, 2008 
The Lord is risen! 

           He is risen indeed! 
That exchange between friends formed the bond among believers in the early church.  The Resurrection was central to their faith, their hope, and their greetings! Two thousand years later it is no less for us. As professor Shirley Guthrie put it: 
He is risen! That is the first and last word about what it means to believe and live as Christians.
Each Sunday we gather for worship on that day of the week on which Christ rose from the dead. Instead of observing a Sabbath on the seventh day as our Jewish ancestors did, we begin each week with a celebration of the Resurrection. Perhaps you don’t think of your weekly worship in those terms, but perhaps you should, for it is the Resurrection that gives us hope with which to face the challenges of life and the specter of death. It is Resurrection that affirms that Jesus was not only great teacher, healer, and prophet, but also Messiah, the Son of God who takes away the sins of the world. It is Resurrection that is the Good News we proclaim to the world. We don’t understand the physics of Resurrection – how a dead Jesus could rise from the dead – and perhaps that makes us hesitant to share it, since we cannot explain it. But in calling ourselves Christian we dare to believe it, a holy mystery possible only through the power of God which makes all things possible. 
In this post-Easter week in our post-Easter world, the Resurrection is good news for us and for all people! May you find joy and hope in its promise! May the good news of the Resurrection buoy your heart, lift your spirit, burst from your lips, and infuse your greetings this week and throughout the year, for The Lord is risen!   
            He is risen indeed!
- John C. Peterson, March 24, 2008   
In thinking of the news of this Holy Week, I began to wonder what the news of Jerusalem was that first Holy Week. Did the headlines of the Jerusalem Gazette track Jesus’ arrest, trial and crucifixion or was that news relegated to a tidbit at the bottom of a column on the back page? Did commentators debate the merits of his case? Did the editors take a stand in support of or opposition to Jesus’ innocence? Did the world stop and draw its collective breath as Jesus walked toward Calvary , or did most of the people just keep on keeping on, oblivious to the earth-shaking events that were transpiring under their noses?  
I suspect it was the latter. The research of historians reveals no significant description of the events of that first Holy Week apart from the Gospels. Very few residents of Jerusalem took particular note of the trial and execution of an itinerant Jewish preacher – except the authorities who wanted him dead and the disciples who followed him with fear and trembling to the cross and away from the empty tomb. Two thousand years later we remember what most of the people there never knew: Jesus suffered, died and was raised from the dead so that we might be freed from the bonds of sin and death. 

The danger for us this Holy Week is that we fail to really remember and give thanks. We keep on keeping on with the day to day stuff that fills our lives and forget why this week is so holy. As you walk this path from Maundy Thursday through Good Friday to Easter’s glorious dawn, take time to remember the news which is indeed good; take time to give thanks – humble, joyful, alleluia-filled thanks – for what Christ has done for you!  
  
- John C. Peterson, March 17, 2008  
An article in the newspapers recently reported that more than one in a hundred adults in the is now in jail or in prison. The number of executions places us among some pretty poor company at the top of the list of nations who put to death their own citizens. The sanction of torture (e.g. water-boarding) of prisoners by the Bush administration is a departure from our historical stance opposing torture. The FBI confesses it violated citizens’ rights to obtain information, and the CIA now admits to participating in renditions on foreign soil. What is going on here? 

At the core of all these policies and practices is fear. As a nation and as individuals we are acting out of fear of the known, the unknown, the assumed, and the imagined. As part of the farewell discourses in John’s Gospel, Jesus says to his disciples: 

Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. I do not give to you as the world gives.Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid.
 

Jesus encourages us to place our trust in him, and in so doing to let go of the fear that the world conjures up for us. Rather than acting out of fear, Jesus encourages us to act out of love – love for friends and foes alike. That is not to say that we do not protect ourselves, but it is to say that in so doing we always act with greater confidence in God’s care than in our own might, and we temper all our actions with love. The one who came “to proclaim release to the captives, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” expects more of us than we are giving. Acting out of love we would promote policies that address root problems of crime rather than just incarcerating criminals after the fact; we would demand humane treatment of prisoners-of-war recalling that all people are  created in God’s image; we would reach out to inmates with the love of Christ and offer new possibilities for change in their lives. As individuals and a nation we would seek to live out the charge of Micah to do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with God.  

 

If we continue to act out of fear, then the terrorists are winning!  There are those who will content that compassion, kindness and humility have no place in addressing the challenges of this 21st century world. But we affirm that Christ came not just for people of the 1st century but also for people in this 21st century, and his Word for us is the same for all people in all times and places:  

 

Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid. Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.  

As you look not only to the endless presidential campaign to come, but also to your own life, work for those policies and practices that hold together justice, kindness, and humility – as Micah and Christ call us to do.   

 

· John C. Peterson, March 10, 2008   
· 

 
From the Associate Pastor's Blog:   

“Don’t forget to change your clocks!”

 

The moment I saw that sentence pop up on my computer this past Saturday night, I panicked.  Daylight Savings time – already?!?  I had just spent the last 14 hours traveling back to Staunton from Chicago and the last thing I expected to see when I turned on my computer to check e-mail was this announcement.

Luckily for me – and all of you who would have had to witness me deprived of a precious hour of sleep following a long and tiring day of travel – this reminder was a week early.  We won’t spring forward until this Saturday evening.  Once I realized the actual date, my heart rate dropped back down but this time thing was still on my mind.  I had just spent a week of vacation doing nothing but relax – I read, watched movies, spent time with good friends, went to the spa (thanks to the aforementioned good friends’ generosity), and cooked.  It was a perfect vacation – one where I could spend a lot of quality time resting in God.  And then, the moment I get back, time – and how we’re losing it – slams right into my face.  Thwack!

This Lent I have chosen to take up the practice of spending at least ten minutes a day intentionally listening for God.  Most days I do pretty well with this practice, though not all.  This recent bout with TIME! has reinforced how important such practices are for me – and not just during Lent.  During my week away, I just was and most of the time, I was with God in a very aware way.  During my weeks running around church and town, always go-go-going, I’m not as aware of my being with God.  I’m not as aware of God’s being with me.

Lent is already half-way over which means my Lenten observance will not be around much longer.  I’m thinking about doing something a little different this year.  I’d like to pick up an Easter  observance, and a Pentecost observance, and even an Ordinary Time observance!  I’d like to keep being intentional about listening for God every single day.  And I’d like to invite you to join me.  Maybe you won’t spend 10 minutes each day listening – maybe just a few, maybe a whole hour – but I hope you take time out of each day to really stop and listen.  God may have something exciting to say – it’s true – but even if God doesn’t, each minute you spend just listening for God, just being with God, is a minute of time well spent.
 

· Amy Summers-Minette, March 3, 2008  http://revamy.blogspot.com

From the Pastor’s Desk . . .  


In last week’s newsletter many of you saw the reported action of the Session receiving Marie Mainard O’Connell as a member and agreeing to support her as an Inquirer for the Ministry of Word and Sacrament. What does that mean? It means that Marie is exploring God’s call to ministry. We are all called to be in ministry in whatever we do, but some men and women are called to a particular form of service as Ministers of Word and Sacrament. Amy and I each sensed such a call that led to our being ordained as Ministers of the Word and Sacrament. 

Before her arrival in Staunton , Marie had begun to discern such a call. The first step in exploring that call in the Presbyterian Church is to apply to the presbytery to be enrolled as an Inquirer. The potential Inquirer must first meet with the Session of her church and be recommended to the presbytery. In so doing, the Session affirms its sense that this person has gifts for ministry and should explore her sense of call further. The Inquiry phase is a time to explore that sense of call through prayer and reflection, study and service. At some point an Inquirer usually begins seminary in order to nurture gifts for ministry and to further wrestle with what God has in mind for her. Marie began the process in Arkansas and was enrolled as an Inquirer there, but as she indicated to the Session, Staunton and Covenant are now home, so she has asked to move her membership to Covenant and her status as an Inquirer to Shenandoah Presbytery. The Presbytery approved receiving her as an Inquirer on February 9, freeing her to move her membership to Covenant. So, it was with great joy that the Session welcomed Marie as a member and agreed to support her as she explores this call to ministry.  


Our support comes in several forms. We will pray for Marie (and for James and Katie) as she seeks God’s will for the use of her gifts and begins study at New Brunswick Seminary in the fall. We agree to stay in contact with her and encourage her along the way. We will provide financial support if she has a need as we are able. She commits to stay in touch with us, to let us know how God is at work in her life, and to seek our feedback on the call we discern in her along the way. It is a joyful partnership as together we seek to discern what God is calling Marie to do and be. In our 49 years as a Covenant community only one other member, Dick Brand, has been ordained as a Minister of Word and Sacrament. We now look forward to walking this path with Marie and pray God’s blessing upon her along the way! 

- John C. Peterson, February 25, 2008   

When my brother, sisters, and I were young my dad used to tell us Bible stories at bedtime. One of my favorites was a story from the book of Daniel about Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego. In obedience to God these three Jews violate the edict of King Nebuchadnezzar and refuse to bow down to his golden statue. As punishment, they are thrown into a fiery furnace. But God preserves them – an angel appears at their side in the midst of the flames – and they walk out of the furnace unsinged.  

That story came to my mind when I looked into the furnace room a couple of weeks ago and saw the boiler glowing red. Lord, preserve us! Fortunately the danger was not nearly as great as that faced by the biblical figures in the fiery furnace. No one was hurt (perhaps there was an angel in our midst). Damage to the building was slight. A new boiler is being installed as you read this. In a matter of weeks the furnace will be up and running. In the meantime we have heat pumps that are working to give us warm spaces in which to worship, study, eat, and meet together. We have much for which to be thankful!  

In the rollercoaster of temperatures this winter there are many folks in our community who have no such heat for which to be thankful – homeless folks who have no warm place to lay their heads, poor folks who cannot afford to pay their utility bills or replace a worn out furnace, children who lack even a warm coat to fight the winter’s chill. Through our Outreach Team we provide assistance to agencies like Valley Mission and SACRA who help to meet such needs for our neighbors. Through the Pastors’ Discretionary Fund we provide direct support to individuals in crisis; the Blanket Offering provides warm wraps to victims of disasters. In so doing we seek to make God’s love tangible in warm ways. Day in and day out we take for granted the warmth of our homes, offices, schools, and church; remember in your prayers and in your gifts those for whom a warm place is never taken for granted in winter. 

· John C. Peterson, February 18, 2008
· 

 
From the Associate Pastor's Blog:   


As some of you may know, Lent is my favorite season of the year. The forty days we spend preparing for Holy Week can be an intense and invaluable time set apart. Each year I take up a Lenten discipline to help me keep Lent on the forefront of my mind.  Last year I gave something up and this year I am taking something on - 10 minutes each day spent in silence just listening for God. 

Taking on a Lenten practice is an oldie but still a goodie tradition.  Sometimes - however - it can be tough to come up with the practice.  There are so many things you can do for Lent besides the obvious giving up something to eat (though I've tried to give up chocolate before, and let me say, that is an intense and challenging Lenten practice!). 

If you would like to take on a Lenten practice but don't know where to start, here are a couple practices you may consider:
 

     Almsgiving - Give of yourself to others.  If you'd like to give monetarily, place a container on your kitchen table and empty out your change into it each day.  On the fourth Sunday of every month, bring that change in for our Four Cents Per Meal Offering.  Or consider giving of yourself in other ways.  Try offering a kind word to someone different each and every day. 

     Prayer -  become more intentional about your prayer life or take on a new form of prayer.  Do you usually pray at night when you're going to bed?  Try adding prayer as you're driving to work or preparing dinner.  Increase the time you spend with God.

     Fasting - yes, there is the traditional food fast, but consider "fasting" from something else.  Try giving up saying negative comments to people or spending money frivolously.
 

These ideas on how to observe Lent are certainly not all-inclusive but I hope they spark something inside of you.  I look forward to hearing how the Spirit has moved you and the practices you have taken on this Lenten season. 
 

· Amy Summers-Minette, February 11, 2008  http://revamy.blogspot.com  
 

From the Pastor’s Desk . . .  

Marj Carpenter, a former moderator of the General Assembly of the PCUSA, used to say that she was “sinfully proud to be a Presbyterian.” A meeting of the presbytery last week offered good reason for such “sinful pride”. In wrestling with two difficult issues – an overture from the Warrenton Presbyterian Church and a report from a presbytery task force – commissioners spoke the truth in love, debated with passion tempered with compassion, did things decently and in order, and sought in all things to do the will of God. People disagreed with one another, but not disagreeably. In the words of the Task Force: 

As the PUP Task Force found, so we find, though we represent the diversity of thought and theology contained in Shenandoah Presbytery, there is more that unites us than divides us. The theology of the PC() and also Shenandoah Presbytery represents a broad umbrella under which many perspectives can safely gather. 

The same might be said of this Covenant community. We are diverse theologically and politically, yet we are one people, for what unites us is greater than what divides us! And what unites us – the One who unites us – is Christ! As we say in our Mission Statement: We are a Community of Christ! We worship together, serve together, study together, share fellowship together, and discuss together those things about which we may disagree. We do all those things as disciples of Christ, as those who seek to follow faithfully in his footsteps. We may debate exactly where he is leading us or just what he expects of us or how his teachings are best to be interpreted in our 21st century context, but let there be no doubt that it is Christ whom we all seek to follow in this Covenant community. That doesn’t mean it is always easy – to be Presbyterian is to commit to wrestle together with some of the tough issues of life and death, issues about how to live and how to die, issues in which there are not always simple or clear answers. We trust Christ to be present in our midst and in the midst of our wrestling with tough issues. Thanks be to God, not only for Christ’s presence, but for one another’s presence in this community of faith – brothers and sisters with whom to share joys and sorrows and challenges, together!

~ John C. Peterson, February 4, 2008
 

On Friday evening, January 24, a boiler malfunction caused us to evacuate the building on Family Fun Night and call in the fire department. Fortunately there was no fire, just some smoke and a badly damaged boiler. As a result, we will be without heat in the Sanctuary, Choir Room, adult Sunday school classrooms, 3rd-5th grade classroom, Middle School classroom, and Fellowship Hall. We do, however, have heat in the remaining areas of the building since they are on separate systems. We will move some events to heated spaces until the boiler is repaired or the weather warms up, whichever comes first. We are grateful to all who pitched in on Friday evening to make evacuation of the building so smooth, to the firefighters who arrived promptly to help clear the smoke and cool the boiler, to Stu Allen and Allen Hensley who came out in the dark of night Friday and were here in the early morning Saturday, and to those folks who came out Saturday morning to help us prepare the Great Hall for worship. No one was injured. The damage is reparable. God is good! 
 

In the article that follows I list the priorities adopted by the Session for 2008. I guess you can now add: Repair heating system - to the glory of God! 


 

On January 19 the Session met for its annual retreat at AMC and adopted priorities for 2008. These priorities do not set out the only things we hope to accomplish, but they do serve as guides for particular ministries we hope to pursue this year. The priorities are framed by SWIM, for we believe that fundamentally we are called to be faithful disciples of Christ, following wherever God leads us. In 2008 we discern God leading us in these areas (in parentheses is the team with primary responsibility for pursuing that priority): 

 

1. Review update and communicate a plan for retiring the building debt ($205,000) in conjunction with the church’s 50th anniversary (April 2009) while continuing to pursue the goal of giving 20% of budget to Outreach (STEWARDSHIP AND FINANCE)
 

2.  Develop and implement evangelism plan (EVANGELISM TASK FORCE)
- Develop and implement a plan for increasing awareness of the church in the community 
- Welcome visitors and encourage their participation 
- Reengage less active members in the life of the church
  

3. Work towards better stewardship of our church resources through a green-friendly plan (FACILITIES) - Note: kitchens
 

4. Evaluate and, if appropriate, reenergize small groups for spiritual growth   (CONGREGATIONAL CARE) 
 

5. Prepare and engage the congregation in a new five-year plan (LONG-RANGE PLANNING)  


The Session will take the lead in pursuing these priorities, but they will need your support and input, your ideas and prayers. In coming weeks and months you will hear more about these areas in the life of our church as we seek to be faithful disciples – together!  

- John C. Peterson, January 28, 2008      

 

From the Associate Pastor's Blog: 
 

One of the greatest joys of my ministry is the time I spend with our youth.  Full of energy and laughter, our youth inspire and challenge me.  Listening to their thoughts, ideas, passions and beliefs I find my own faith renewed in our time together.  This Sunday the senior high will be leading us in worship.  As they’ve been preparing and planning for this worship service, it’s been a delight to hear how the scripture for Sunday touches their lives.  I look forward to sharing in worship with them and you this Sunday and seeing how their words touch all of us.
 

Along with hearing the voices of our youth, Youth Sunday excites me because it affirms what we as a Reformed people believe – God can and does speak to all of us.  John and I have years of training and experience, yes, but that’s not what allows us to stand up in the pulpit and proclaim the Word of God.  The Spirit is what empowers us – all of us: John, me, you, our youth.  The Spirit is what moves us and gives us the words to speak.  Every one of us can proclaim the Word of God.

 

Covenant affirms that truth in a variety of ways – from Youth Sunday and Children’s Sunday (this year on April 27th) to the Word proclaimed in October by lay leaders.  We know it’s not just Ministers of Word and Sacrament to whom the Spirit speaks.  The Word is also proclaimed on other days than Sunday and other places than the pulpit.  Listening to and participating in conversations about God in Bible studies, at dinner on Wednesdays, around the kitchen table when I’ve been invited over for peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, I have heard the Word proclaimed. Sorting cans with you for the Salvation Army, repairing homes with you in Mississippi , seeing money donated to Heifer International instead of buying more stuff for loved ones, I have witnessed the Word proclaimed.
 

It’s quite a privilege to hear such powerful proclamations.  Keep on proclaiming the Word with your words and your lives.  As I’ve said to the youth, let me say to all of you: preach it, preacher!
 

- Amy Summers-Minette, January 21, 2008  http://revamy.blogspot.com   

From the Pastor's Desk: 

 

A couple of years ago when we decided to expand the entrance to the office area of the church, we also committed to help our brothers and sisters in the Bedele Church in Ethiopia complete expansion of their church building. Last week we received in the mail blueprints for that expansion. The addition is nothing fancy – a simple cinder block extension of their rectangular sanctuary and addition of a single meeting room – but for a congregation that is three times the size of ours, it is more than necessary! For years they have delayed this construction in order to support the planting of other churches and preaching points in Illubabor Synod. In the meantime their congregation has grown beyond the size of their building. 

 

As Presbyterians we affirm that we are one expression of a much larger Church. We are one with our brothers and sisters in Christ throughout the world, and especially with those with whom we have joined in partnership in . Through our Glorious Gifts we raised over $5,000 for the Bedele project at Christmas this year; over the last two years we have designated over $20,000 toward the $30,000 cost of their construction. At the same time we have supported local ministries that feed the hungry, aid the poor, and house the homeless. We have sent members to and the Gulf Coast to lend a hand in construction and reconstruction. We have supported church redevelopment in our presbytery and have contributed to the reconstruction of two churches damaged by fire. The M in SWIM is Mission . To be a disciple of Christ is to reach out beyond yourself to serve others. What a joy it is to share in the ministry of brothers and sisters, wherever they may be! What are you doing as a disciple in Mission?
· John C. Peterson, January 14, 2008
 

Last summer when we returned to from we arrived late in the evening and still had a couple of hours drive to our friend’s home in Fort William . There is only one main road on the west coast of , a road that is narrower than Route 11 in most places, especially in the stretch that runs along Loch Lomond . In some places along that stretch buses passing in opposite directions inch by, and passengers find themselves closer to the people on the other bus than to their seatmates. We arrived at this stretch of road at about 10:15 only to find it blocked off and a man flagging us down. “Where are you going?” he asked. “ Fort William ,” I replied. “Aye,” he said, “you can get there from here, but this road (A82) is closed. You’ll have to go up this other road (A83), turn right at Inverrary and follow the road to the A85, turn right and follow it back until it meets the A82. You can get there from here, but it will add about 50 miles to your trip.” “Is there no other road that is shorter?” I asked. “Nae, I’m sorry, it will take you awhile longer, but you’ll get there,” he said. And we did – an hour and a half later than we’d planned! 

On Sunday I suggested that we listen for the voice of an angel that might call us to go another way from our expected paths this year. God may have something else in mind for us, something new or perseverance to continue something old. As my experience last summer reminded me, sometimes that way takes a little longer, demands of us a little patience (or a lot of patience) in both listening and in following. In our fast-food, high-speed internet culture patience is not what we do best. Patience is the thing for which I am most asked to pray for folks in hospitals. God asks us to be patient and to trust that God will lead us safely, faithfully to the destination God has in mind. May God grant us all patience, listening ears, and obedient hearts as we follow where God leads us in this new year! 
 

- John C. Peterson, January 7, 2008 

