
BY JOANNE S. UTLEY
Friday morning’s service of “Leg-

acy, Remembrance and Truth” wove 
together the truth of the harm done by 
the segregated Central Jurisdiction of 
the Methodist Church with a remem-
brance of those who had died in the 
last year. The 44 saints who were 
remembered included clergy, spouses 
of clergy, widows and widowers of 
clergy, children of clergy and one lay 
person.

A dramatic reading, called “The 
Justification,” pitted a black preacher 
against a white bishop who was trying 
to provide a rationale for the creation 
of the segregating Central Jurisdic-
tion in 1939. Portrayed, respectively, 
by Fred Brewington and Rev. Doug 
Cunningham, the two battled over the 
actions of a church that would divide 
people into worthy and less worthy 
categories. 

Pastor: Live with it you say, you just 
don’t realize my pain. Don’t you see 
what you’re causing?

Bishop: The early disciples suffered 
too. We must simply keep the faith 
and carry on the best we can.

Pastor: You don’t know pain. This is 
not the way it needs to be.

Bishop Sally Dyck picked up the 
thread as she began her message with 
part of a poem by Seamus Heaney:

History says, don’t hope
On this side of the grave.
But then, once in a lifetime
The longed-for tidal wave
Of justice can rise up,
And hope and history rhyme.
She noted the true unity – the koi-

nonia – of the early Christians as relat-
ed in the Acts 4:32-35 passage that was 
read. But that unity was all too soon 
broken. Yet Dyck finds an answer to 
those divisions in Paul’s statement in 
Romans 8 that nothing can separate us 
from the love of God. Dyck suggested 
that this passage that is used to assure 
a personal relationship with God, also 
speaks to differences between people.

“Nothing can separate us, you 

and me, my theology and yours . . . 
nothing between your soul and mine” 
Dyck said. “Nothing can separate us 
– not racism, not sexism, not sexu-
al identity, not nationality. Nothing 
can separate us, but it does . . . so we 
lament and we repent because racism 
still separates us.”

Although she had no experience 
herself of the Central Jurisdiction, 
Dyck did have a “kitchen table” edu-
cation from the wife a clergyman who 
was part of that segregated system. 
Dyck said her life was forever changed 
by that relationship and the stories 
she heard of lives continually up-
rooted and opportunities dashed for 
those who spoke out against the racist 
system.

Her ties to the now dismantled 
jurisdiction would continue as she was 
ordained by James S. Thomas, one of 
the last Central Jurisdiction bishops 
elected. When questions arose about 
his assignment, Thomas was claimed
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Fred Brewington, left, and Rev. Doug Cunningham gave dramatic voice to the painful legacy of the Central Jurisdiction.



BY JOANNE S. UTLEY
“We may know how to canoe, but 

we’ve got to learn how to be moun-
taineers” was the theme that rippled 
throughout Bishop Thomas J. Bick-
erton’s episcopal address on Friday 
morning. With references to the chal-
lenges of Lewis and Clark’s famous 
expedition to the West Coast, Bicker-
ton laid out a plan for the ministries of 
the conference in four points.

1. What was in front of them was 
nothing like what was behind them.

“With each passing year it’s evident 
that we cannot sustain ourselves as we 
once did,” Bickerton said. “There’s a 
disconnect between Sunday morning 
and rest of the week.”

He noted that Lewis and Clark 
were often pushed off the map into 
uncharted territory and leadership 
was the key to keeping the expedition 
moving forward.

“We need to learn how to fail . . . if 
we do nothing we will fail,” Bickerton 
said, as he pushed a new investment 
in leadership with contextual training, 
exposure to best practices and partici-
pation in covenant groups.
2. Build trust through a common 
mission.

“No one will follow you off the 
map, if they don’t trust you on the 
map,” the bishop said, noting that 
Lewis and Clark wove their team into 
a family by building relationships.

The bishop sees competence as the 
key to building those relationships. He 
lamented a current “crisis of illitera-
cy” – biblical, theological, and around 
UMC polity.

“The inability to tell people about 
Jesus Christ . . . or how our church 
works breeds contempt and misunder-
standing,” Bickerton said. “We need to 
be careful how we care for the people 
we’ve been sent to serve.”

He suggested that the trust and 
unity can come when we make an 
intentional commitment to love one 
another deeply.

“Let’s exert spiritual leadership in 
all things . . . Let’s be the best we can 
be at what we do. Let’s not shy from 
being the best . . . set the bar high as 
leaders this year,” he added.
3. You lead off the map by adapting 
to everything. Adaptation is the key to 
moving ahead.

“Few would argue that as a church 
we are walking into uncharted territo-
ry,” he said. “We need to adapt to our 

context . . . there are no cookie cutter 
answers” for a place that is as diverse 
as the NYAC. “Let’s not be paralyzed 
by the mountain in front of us.”

The inability to change is still a 
major roadblock in many churches, 
but “maybe there’s a church just like 
you down the road where hearts and 
hands can be joined” in ministry.

“We need to get you out of isola-
tion, into a covenant group,” Bicker-
ton said. “If you live in isolation, you 
think it’s all about you.”
4. Build relationships and resist 
sabotage.

Bickerton noted that everyone on 
the Lewis and Clark expedition had to 
change and that cherished convictions 
were challenged in the process. The 
ability to innovate could help shift 
habits, beliefs and values.

“We can navigate the high moun-

tains by choosing to walk together,” 
Bickerton said, lamenting the vicious 
game of winners and losers that arises 
in times of conflict and the hate that 
populates so many social media posts.

“We need to use our voice on behalf 
of another” so that women in ministry 
are treated with respect, and racism on 
all levels is declared wrong, that im-
migrants feel welcome, and the words 
and actions that have made LGBTQIA 
people feel less than accepted and 
loved are stopped, the bishop said.

He urged the clergy and laity to 
treat each other well, especially those 
in new appointments.

“We all have rough edges that need 
to be defined . . . love them please.  
Work with them,” he said.

As for the upcoming special session 
of the Genreal Conference?
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In Uncharted Waters? Come to the Font

Bishop Bickerton revels in the waters of the baptismal font.
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BY CHRISTINE LINDEBERG
Yesterday morning, Dr. Glorymar 

Rivera, project director for hurricane 
recovery in Puerto Rico spoke to a 
breakfast gathering of mission-minded 
conference members. In her presenta-
tion, Rivera highlighted the need for 
continued recovery assistance to the 
island following the devastation of 
Hurricane Maria in September of 2017.

After the hurricane passed over 
the island, Bishop Hector Ortiz of 
the Methodist Church of Puerto Rico 
immediately called his staff to begin 
assessing the damage and needs of the 
communities in his jurisdiction. They 
gathered any supplies they had and 
distributed them among the commu-
nities. 

It was then that Bishop Ortiz 
further charged the staff to begin a 
multi-level response in assessing the 
long-term issues brought by the hurri-
cane. The result was a three-fold plan 
in recovery efforts.

First, is the recovery of community 
in which a team of 30 case managers 
and four supervisors meet with each 
household, in a triage style of care, to 
assess the family’s level of need. These 
individuals meet with families to re-
view the situation and recommend the 
best course of recovery.

Second, there is a plan to facilitate 
church repairs by connecting each of 
the island’s 100 churches with one on 
the mainland for a purposeful partner-
ship. These relationships help to repair 
and restore communities in Puerto 

Mission Ministries:  A Call
For Caring in Puerto Rico

Rico with ties to the partner church.
Third, in an effort to restore lives 

quickly, a community outreach pro-
gram is working to reduce the gap 
between families and resources.  

Dr. Rivera addressed the economic 
difficulties that Puerto Ricans have 
experienced through a 10-year reces-
sion even before Hurricane Maria. 
Forty percent of the population was 
already living below the poverty line. 
Some of these poor communities were 
hidden behind rows of trees, but were 
exposed when Maria tore the trees 
down.  

In three months, it will be nearly 
a year since Hurricane Maria hit the 
islands of Puerto Rico.  Much of the 
island is still without power and many 
are in substandard shelter.  Two teams 
from the NYAC have already traveled 
to Puerto Rico, and a third will go in a 
week.

Later in the day, Bishop Thomas 
Bickerton signed a covenant commit-
ting the NYAC to continued support 
in the Puerto Rican recovery. Rivera 
will carry the covenant to Bishop 
Ortiz for his signature. Rivera also 
expressed a heart-full of gratitude for 
the help and prayers the conference 
has already provided.

“You showed us the importance of 
opening our hearts, listening to each 
other, and being compassionate,” 
Rivera said.

Bickerton also announced that three 
pastors from Puerto Rico will be serv-
ing in the conference this year.  
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Abundant Health coordinator Wendy Vencuss and Mission Ministries director 
Tom Vencuss hosted Rev. Glorymar Rivera, center, at the missions breakfast.
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Fred Brewington was elected on the 
first laity ballot and was then anointed 
by Bishop Bickerton.

Three more lay and four clergy del-
egates are to be elected, as well as four 
alternates in each category.

GC2019 Elections

James Perkins, president, offered 
the report of the Board of Trustees. 
Here are some of the highlights:
n The hiring of Api Castano as confer-
ence property manager
n Sale of the former Phillipsport UMC 
in Mamakating, N.Y, and the Rye 
UMC in Rye, N.Y.
n Transfer of the former East Norwich 
UMC to New Dream Church Korean 
UMC, a new ministry on Long Island.
n Plans to transfer the former Church 
of All Nations at 48 St. Marks Place in 
Manhattan, to First UMC in Flushing 
for a new ministry.

Trustees Report
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“I don’t have a crystal ball about the 
special session in February . . . I’m just 
guessing like you are,” he said, “but of 
one thing I am certain, the church we 
love cannot stand still or we will die.”

“How do we find strength? Come 
to the font.

“How do we build trust for walk-
ing into uncharted territory? Come to 
the font.

“How do we resist sabotage or re-
sist sabotaging the other? We come to 
the waters of the one who has claimed 
us just as we are. When we experience 
life-giving water of God everyone will 
be changed.

“We don’t have the answers, but we 
serve a God who does. That’s why we 
come to font,” Bickerton said.

Come to the Font



The church got a 50th anniversary 
history lesson and a call to blaze 
new trails from Rev. Alfred T. Day III, 
general secretary of the Commision 
on Archives and History. The UMC 
came together amid turmoil and chaos 
to travel uncharted waters and found 
new possibilities for ministry through 
the creative powers of the Holy Spirit. 

Bishop Sally Dyck reminded the body that only our own sinfulness can separate from God and the love of Christ Jesus.
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by someone for Iowa. 

“We have people who’ve led us in 
small waves or tidal waves of justice,” 
Dyck said. “It happens in the room 
where the decisions are made . . . it 
happens when people speak up and 
do the right thing . . . at the right mo-
ment. People risked even when they 
were uncertain.

 “The people we remember today 
who worked for mercy and justice, 
they were in the rooms, they sowed 
the seeds,” Dyck said urging the body 
to sow those same seeds to work to 
“move the dial of justice.

“Nothing can separate us from God 
and the love of Christ Jesus other than 
our own sinfulness. Let us work for 
that tidal wave of justice where hope 
and history rhyme,” Dyck concluded.

During an act of remembrance, 
Conference Secretary Margaret Howe 
read the names of those who had died 
since the last annual conference.
Clergy 

Wesley H. Allen, Sung Nam Kim, 
David Arthur Stevens, Reuben Gums, 
Robert W. Howard, John C. Raines, Al-
bert R. Miller, J. Philip Gehres, Clifton 
E. Gatewood, Robert E. Hullstrung, 

Virginia H. Wilcox, Henry H. Hobbs, 
Edwin S. Gault, Karen Engelman, 
James Speights Jr., Philip A. C. Clarke, 
Birchfield C. Aymer, Beryl J. Salmon, 
Norma A. Rust, and James E. Rush.
Spouses of Clergy 

Laura Leigh Davidson, Roxana O. 
Yeun, Genell Y. Poitras, Byung Mo 
Kim, Chad Currie, Joung Ki Lee , 
David T. Marks, Margaret Mech, and 
Athena M. Hagerty.
Widows and Widowers of Clergy 

Sarah Haruyama, Linda Turner 
Dash, Gerry Gehres, Adelia Riley, 
Nancy F. Young, Nancy Rivenburgh, 
Maggie Dunston Kiah, Faith N. 
Wynne, Muriel Halstead, Dorothy B. 
Brown, and Connie M. Sartorio
Children of Clergy 

Yshanda Chermain Faith Springer, 
Camille A. Shand, Jonathan J. C. Bor-
tin, and Daniel Davison.
Laity 

Warren G. Whitlock
Bishop Bickerton concluded the ser-

vice with a charge to acknowledge the 
dignity and relevance of each other, 
to lift up the special qualities in every 
human being, and to love one another 
as God loves.

Breaking Down What Separates Us


